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Abstract
Kitchens, Karen Westerman. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December, 2016
degree will be conferred. The persistence and retention of students participating in a student
success program. Yonghong Xu, Ph.D.
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine and explore the institutional policy
levers that facilitate successful educational outcomes in a TRiO funded Student Success Program
at a large, urban research university in the Mid-South. Three research questions guided the study:
(1) how do the educational outcomes of the university’s TRiO SSP participants differ compared
to the university’s low income, first generation students, (2) how are the university’s SSP
institutional policy levers structured to improve the educational outcomes of program
participants, and (3) how do the university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the
program’s institutional policy levers in improving their educational outcomes? The quantitative
outcomes of academic progress, academic achievement, and academic engagement were
examined first to determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the
program’s first generation, low income participants and non-participants with similar
socioeconomic characteristics. Academic progress, operationalized as the percentage of
retention and completion, was found to be statistically significant. Academic achievement,
operationalized as average GPA, and academic engagement, operationalized as the National
Survey of Student Engagement Indicator composite scores, were found not to be statistically
significant based on SSP participation. The Transition to Success™ model was used to
qualitatively explore which policy levers facilitate successful outcomes using an Appreciative
Inquiry lens. Results indicate holistic case management, development of academic and life
skills, and the creation of an inclusive and supportive environment contribute to successful
educational outcomes for first generation, low income college students.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Statement of Problem
According to Fenter (2015), the United States currently has 5.8 million young adults
between the ages of 16 and 24 who are neither working nor going to school. Our national public
education system’s focus has been on high school graduates pursuing baccalaureate degrees and
not equipping students with marketable skills for the workforce. Engstrom and Tinto (2008)
found high school graduates from poverty and/or from households in which no one previously
attended college may be ill-prepared for either the workforce or for four year post-secondary
programs as access alone does not equal opportunity. A study conducted by Miller, Valle,
Engle, and Cooper (2014) for The Institute for Higher Education found that many long standing
programs and policies at post-secondary institutions no longer support the needs of 21st century
incoming college students due to shifting demographics and economic factors: (1) 52% are the
first in their family to complete college, (2) 51% come from low to moderate income families,
and (3) fewer than 50% will earn any college credentials within six years of entering college.
Becker, Krodel, and Tucker (2009) suggested in their study on the educational
completion of at-risk student populations that low income, first generation college students face
four unique challenges to degree completion: (1) lack of intergenerational transfer of knowledge
about higher education; (2) lack of understanding of institutional cueing mechanisms that are not
taught but are modeled and implied; (3) lack of individual plans for gaining economic stability;
and (4) lack of social capital for college success. These barriers are particularly acute when
students enter an environment for which they have no prior knowledge or support system on
which to rely in navigating an unfamiliar institutional bureaucracy. These barriers are often the
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institution’s own programs, policies, and practices, or institutional policy levers. Hossler, Ziskin,
Moore, and Wakhungu (2008) argue institutional policy levers encompass recruitment practices,
discrimination and equal access policies, administrative and academic regulations, academic
advising, learning strategies, career counseling and planning, residential life practices, student to
peer and student to faculty interactions, and need-based financial aid.
Cooper (2015) identified an initiative funded through the United States Department of
Education, called TRiO, as a way to help address three primary issues: (1) the growing
educational achievement gap between the United States and other developed countries, (2) a way
to improve the United States’ academic and economic global competitiveness, and (3) the
educational completion of low income students, first generation college students, and/or students
with disabilities. One component of TRiO funding is Student Support Services. Funding for
Student Support Services programs is provided to colleges and universities for academic
development, counseling, remedial instruction, and financial assistance for students from low
income households, students who are the first in their families to attend college, and/or students
with disabilities. The Council for Opportunity in Education (2015) reports there are federally
funded Student Support Services programs in 947 colleges and universities nationwide.
I was first introduced to the challenge of retention and persistence of low income, first
generation college students while employed in a federally funded workforce development
program at a large urban community college in the Mid-South. I also served as adjunct faculty at
a satellite campus of a small, liberal arts college located in the same county as the community
college. The student population at the satellite campus was very similar to that of the students in
the workforce development program at the community college. Both student populations were
predominately first generation college students from low income households. Through my
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experiences in working with both student bodies I witnessed how higher education could
positively affect their future. I also learned of the many challenges these students face in
pursuing a post-secondary education as compared to their traditional peers. The challenges
ranged from having dependable transportation to class, finding adequate childcare, little or no
support of family and friends, and navigating an educational bureaucracy they did not
comprehend. As a result of these challenges, many would drop out. This is why I became
interested in the study of at-risk students achieving their educational goals despite facing a
myriad of challenges in doing so.
My specific research interest is the study of programs that have been successful in
improving the persistence and retention of at-risk student populations. The purpose of this
mixed methods study was to examine and explore the institutional policy levers in a federally
funded TRiO Student Support Services program at a large, urban research university in the MidSouth. The study university reports that 40% of its student body are first generation college
students and that up to 200 students are accepted in its Student Support Services program, called
Student Success Program or SSP, each academic year. The university is also located in a county
in which 21% of the population lives at or below the poverty level compared to 14.5% nationally
according to the United States Census American Community Survey (2009-2013). The majority
of the university’s SSP participants meet both the low income and first generation program
requirements.
This mixed methods study examined and explored the university’s TRiO SSP
institutional policy levers that lead to increased retention and persistence among the university’s
SSP participants who are low income and first generation students. The following research
questions guided this study:
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1. How do the educational outcomes of the university’s TRiO SSP participants differ
compared to the university’s low income, first generation students?
2. How are the university’s SSP institutional policy levers structured to improve the
educational outcomes of program participants?
3.

How do the university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the
program’s institutional policy levers in improving their educational outcomes?

Theoretical Perspective
Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) state a conceptual, or theoretical, framework “is a bridge
between paradigms that explain the research issue and actual practice of investigating the issue”
(p. 89). According to Smart (2005), there are three benefits to presenting theory-based research:
(1) to bring order in understanding a phenomenon by providing a roadmap for readers, (2) to
contribute to the accumulation of systematic knowledge about a phenomenon, and (3) to generate
empirical research on the phenomenon to enhance scholarly interest. In this next section, I argue
how pragmatism is a useful foundation for studying the successful retention and persistence of
low income, first generation college students participating in a TRiO funded Student Support
Services program at a large, urban research university in the Mid-South.
Pragmatism. Patton (2002) argues a pragmatism is especially useful in real-world
practices of program evaluation, problem-solving, and policy making. Paul and Marfo (2001)
argue pragmatism has a long history in the field of education in the United States based on a
philosophical movement of three American philosophers: the logician and mathematician
Charles Sanders Pierce (1839-1914), the psychologist and physician William James (1842-1920),
and the psychologist and educationalist John Dewey (1859-1952). Each formulated their
pragmatic philosophy based on a different rule, or maxim.
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Paul and Marfo (2001) state Pierce viewed the pragmatic maxim as a way “to determine
the meaning of words, concepts, argument, ideas, beliefs” (p. 17) of our practical conceptions of
the world around us. In other words, as a logician, Pierce placed emphasis on the practical
application of thinking in decision making and problem resolution. The authors also stated
James used the term “cash value” in applying the pragmatic maxim to an outcome-oriented
understanding of truth and how the application of that meaning functioned in people’s lives (pp.
16-17). This thinking means that our beliefs directly affect our actions as opposed to our
thoughts being random occurrences with no consequences attached. Paul and Marfo (2001)
further stated that Dewey applied pragmatism in education so that “when judging ideas we
should consider their empirical and practical consequences” (p. 17). Put another way, Dewey’s
pragmatic maxim was a function of consequences testing the validity of our thinking as a means
for revising our beliefs in light of new evidence. All three used a pragmatic philosophy to
examine actions and consequences to better understand psychological, social, and educational
phenomena.
Biesta and Burbules (2003) argue that pragmatism is especially applicable in educational
research as a means to make scientific action more human. The authors advocate for the
application of pragmatism in education because (1) it provides a different way to refine and
support day-to-day problem solving, (2) provides a different way to connect theory and practice,
(3) provides a different way to think of objects of knowledge as instruments of action, and (4)
provides an alternative to objective or relative thinking viewing the world as a shared
responsibility. Pragmatism acts as a theory of action by connecting actions taken with possible
outcomes resulting from those actions. In this study, pragmatism drives the research by
providing a framework for thinking about the issue of persistence and retention from a
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perspective of success. I examined and explored how providing an environment focused on
success can positively affect students’ beliefs about their college environment resulting in
improving the outcomes of persistence and retention among low income, first generation college
students.
Research Design Paradigms
Research design is driven by the research questions with the ultimate goal to expand the
researchers, and others, knowledge of the issue or problem under investigation. Sutton (1993)
juxtaposes a quantitative research paradigm as being empirical and objective with formal testing
of hypotheses using quantitative data to generate law-like arguments while a qualitative research
paradigm employs interpretive procedures, relativistic assumptions, and verbally based
representations of data. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue a third research paradigm,
mixed methods research design, is based on the philosophies of the classical pragmatists, Charles
Sanders Pierce, Williams James, and John Dewey. Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2005) assert that
mixed methods research melds (1) Pierce’s interest in prediction and control through its
quantitative component with (2) James’ focus on understanding of truth and its impact on
people’s lives through its qualitative component resulting in (3) the integration of the two
components through Dewey’s social and communal process into an integrated holistic,
interactive, and unifying process. Its logic of inquiry uses induction, deduction, and abduction to
answer what is most fundamental, the research question.
Deductive reasoning uses a top down approach in reaching a conclusion. It examines one
premise at a time to come to an ultimate conclusion. Conversely, inductive reasoning takes a
bottom up approach by exploring premises to suggest a conclusion or truth. Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue deduction is often associated with quantitative inquiry while
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induction is associated with qualitative inquiry. Reichertz (2010) argued abductive reasoning is
founded in the pragmatic work of Pierce and seeks to find the most reasonable explanation via a
combination of logic and innovation. From the perspective of mixed methods design, the
pragmatic framework takes a value-oriented approach to research focused on the effects or
outcomes of the shared experience or phenomenon under investigation.
Research of student persistence and retention has evolved from homogenous studies of
student failure (Terenzini & Pascarella, 1991; Tinto, 1975, 1982) to recognition of the
complexities of student attrition and educational attainment (Braxton et al., 2014; Tinto, 2006,
2010). Engle and O’Brien (2007) argue that a research paradigm shift has taken place moving
from studying socioeconomic and demographic factors as ‘demography is destiny’ towards a
more proactive study of student skills and behaviors that lead to successful academic outcomes.
Recent studies examined and explored the role that institutional policies, programs, and practices
play in student retention and persistence (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Engstrom & Tinto, 2008;
Hossler, et al., 2008; and Smith, Miller, & Bermeo, 2009). Improving the educational outcomes
of low income, first generation college students calls for a new way to study those students who
succeed, and the application of a mixed methods research design may offer a more insightful
way to help address how we study this complex issue.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
I begin the literature review with a discussion of Tinto’s theory on student retention and
persistence followed with a review of the work of Pascarella and Terenzini that has continued to
inform the knowledge base of student retention and persistence. Tinto, Pascarella, Terenzini,
and colleagues provide the broadest spectrum of work on college student characteristics and
behaviors relative to student attendance, persistence, and retention. I also provide a discussion of
the work by Braxton and colleagues on the relationship between organizational attributes and
student social integration. A discussion of the work of Kuh and colleagues on the importance of
student engagement is also presented.
A discussion of the evolution and contribution of the TRiO initiative to educational
attainment of low income and first generation college students is then presented followed by a
discussion of an evidence-based model of best practices, Transition To Success™ or TTS, based
on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need Theory or HNT. TTS is presented as a framework in answer to
Tinto’s (2010) call to the study of student success. I conclude the review with the status of
knowledge and the significance of this study in expanding the knowledge on the successful
retention and persistence of low income, first generation college students.
Student Retention and Persistence
Tinto. Demetriou and Schmitz-Sciborski (2011) assert that the work of Tinto (1975) was
the beginning of the current dialogue on undergraduate retention. Tinto’s student integration
model proposed that student retention was dependent on a student’s formal and informal
academic experiences and the student’s social integration into the college environment. Tinto
further asserted a correlational relationship exists between academic integration and social
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integration and a student’s institutional commitment and the student’s goal of completion. The
greater the institutional commitment, the less likely the student will drop out. Conversely, the
lower the institutional commitment, the more likely the student will drop out. Tinto (1982)
further explained that his theory of dropout was “concerned with accounting for the differences,
within academic institutions, between dropout as academic failure and as voluntary withdrawal”
(p. 688). Tinto (2006) described early research in student retention and completion as
atheoretical as the research described outcomes, but, as Melguizo (2011) claimed, did not explain
what led to the outcomes.
Tinto’s (1993) seminal work, Leaving College, focused on research of why students drop
out from higher education and presented a theoretical framework on the longitudinal process of
student departure. In defining what constitutes departure, Tinto asserted there are two principles
that institutions should follow in determining dropout: (1) institutions should define dropout
based on students’ own understanding of their leaving; if the student does not define his/her own
behavior as representing a form of failure, neither should the institution, and (2) institutions
should ascertain the goals and commitments of entering students as well as the institution’s own
goals and commitments.
Tinto deviated from prior research to include the role the institution played in students’
dropout behavior rather than placing complete responsibility on the student’s failure in college.
Tinto (2010) later argued the study of student success is not the same as the study of student
failure and knowledge gained on student retention has not done much to improve graduation
rates in higher education. This began a new line of research into the study of student retention
by moving away from viewing dropout as an individual failure of the student towards a focus on
the role institutions play in student retention. Tinto (2004) conducted an analysis for The Pell
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Institute using the Beginning Post-Secondary Students longitudinal study over six years from
1996 through 2001 and found that first generation and low income students face additional
obstacles that may affect degree completion: unmet needs of the financial balance remaining
after financial aid and family support, social and cultural factors that pose additional barriers, and
little attachment to the campus or higher education environment.
Engle and Tinto (2008) prepared a subsequent analysis for The Pell Institute on college
success of low income, first generation students using the same data set. For most of the 4.5
million low income, first generation students enrolled in post-secondary programs across all
institutions, they found: (1) these students are four times more likely to drop out after the first
year, 26% compared to 7% of students who have neither risk factor; and (2) after six years, less
than half of the students, 43%, had left without earning a degree, and nearly two-thirds, 60%,
dropped out after the first year. They also found these students more likely to delay admission to
post-secondary education, attend closer to home and live off-campus, and attend part-time while
working full-time.
In his later work, Tinto (2010) argued for moving from “theories of student retention to a
model of institutional action” (p. 53) based on the application of effective institutional policy
levers that support retention and completion especially for low income students. He made a
distinction between student retention and student persistence where retention is what the
institution seeks to accomplish, which is to retain students to completion, while persistence is the
process by which the student continues to persist to degree completion, regardless of whether the
student completes at the same or at a different institution from where he or she began. This is
important in that adapting this definition of retention shifts responsibility for completion solely
from the student to include the institution’s responsibility for retention. When institutions
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develop the student’s affinity for the institution through its institutional policy levers, then
student persistence may increase.
In summary, Tinto’s work shifted the focus from the study of student failure to the study
of student success. Hossler, et al. (2008) argue the aggregate graduation rate for four-year
institutions is 55.2%, but relatively few studies have assessed retention initiatives to identify
institutional policy levers that have proven successful in the persistence and retention of low
income, first generation students. This study seeks to build on Tinto’s foundation by examining
and exploring the institutional policy levers that may improve the retention and persistence of its
low income, first generation students in a TRiO funded Student Support Services program at a
large, urban research university in the Mid-South.
Pascarella and Terenzini. Terenzini and Pascarella (1980) examined their research
using Tinto’s theoretical framework and found Tinto’s model to be conceptually useful for
researchers and institutional administrators. They argued student characteristics alone were not
significant enough to predict college attendance behaviors with the frequency and quality of
faculty and student interactions having a positive influence on student persistence. The authors
argued that Tinto’s model provided practical as well as theoretical implications for the study of
student retention by not only identifying variables important to attrition, but how these variables
were correlated. Pascarella and Terenzini called for more research that compared the experiences
of first generation students to that of traditional college students.
In 1991, Terenzini and Pascarella conducted a meta-analysis of research on student
attrition, which they summarized into eight primary conclusions: (1) student change due to
college, (2) the magnitude of that change, (3) timing of change, (4) failure to identify and
examine indirect effects, (5) failure to examine conditional effects, (6) few qualitative studies,
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(7) domination of psychological research paradigms, and (8) lack of studies on the impact of
institutional levers. In their meta-analysis, the authors found a lack of studies on how college
attendance affected students outside of academic outcomes. Studies identified statistically
significant change in student academic performance over time, but few explored whether the
change was educationally or administratively substantive or the impact of the magnitude and
timing of the change. They argued that more attention was needed to determine if the change is
linear and monotonic or episodic and discontinuous to determine if student change is a sequential
development that is impacted educationally or administratively or whether student change is the
result of many different events with interruptions or gaps throughout the student’s college
experience.
The meta-analysis also found most studies reported effects of the college experience as
homogeneous across all college populations. Few studies identified and examined indirect
effects of the college experience. Likewise, there was a failure to examine conditional effects of
the college experience based on individual group characteristics such as men vs. women,
traditional vs. non-traditional students, and minority vs. non-minority students. The studies were
almost exclusively quantitative founded in psychological research paradigms. In addition, few
studies examined the impact of institutional policy levers such as academic programs, teachinglearning processes, nature and dynamics of collegiate experience for non-traditional students,
student-faculty interactions, and institutional sub-environments and subcultures. Terenzini and
Pascarella (1991) advocated for greater use of qualitative research methods, use of sociological
and anthropological theories in the study of students’ college experiences, and inclusion of the
affect that institutional policy levers played in retention and persistence. The meta-analysis
presented new opportunities for research to examine and explore other factors than
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socioeconomic variables that may affect the student’s college experience leading to improved
persistence and retention.
Terenzini, Springer, Yeager, and Pascarella (1996) conducted a study to examine the
question: do first generation students’ college experiences differ from those of other students?
The study used data collected from the National Study of Student Learning, or NSSL, a threeyear, longitudinal study of 4,000 new students in the fall of 1992 from four-year and two-year
colleges and universities. They found that first generation students differed from traditional
students in total hours spent studying per week and total hours completed in their first semester.
They also found first generation students worked more hours per week off campus and were less
likely to have received encouragement from friends to continue enrollment. First generation
students were also less likely to perceive faculty members as concerned for student development
and teaching, were less likely to participate in a racial/ethnic awareness workshop, and were
more likely to report having personally experienced discrimination.
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004) further examined the impact of what
they called family cultural capital, defined as the educational attainment of parents, which played
a significant role in informing the choices students make about the types of institutions they
attend and the kinds of experiences they have once enrolled. The authors focused on the
influences of cognitive and psychosocial outcomes of first generation students participating in
follow-up NSSL studies. The two studies found similar results. In the 1996 study, the authors
stated that first generation students “are a group clearly in need of greater research and
administrative attention if they are to survive and succeed in college” (p. 20). The 2004 study
concluded that access to higher education must also mean “access to the full range of college
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experiences and to the personal, social, and economic benefits to which those experiences and
degree completion lead” (p. 281) and not just admission to college.
In summary, Pascarella and Terenzini called for expanding research of student retention
and persistence to include at-risk student populations, institutional type, and qualitative methods.
The authors published a second edition of How Colleges Affect Students in 2005, which
extensively reviewed research in the late 20th century on student retention and persistence in
higher education. The authors noted that research had begun to reflect greater diversity of
student populations by age, gender, ethnicity, life responsibilities, part-time attendance,
commuter students, and types of institutions. This study contributes further to the knowledge of
student retention and persistence using a mixed methods design to program evaluation by
examining and exploring the institutional policy levers of a TRiO funded Student Support
Services program at a large, urban research university in the Mid-South.
Student Integration, Involvement, and Engagement
Wolf-Wendel, Ward, and Kinzie (2009) argue the concepts of involvement, integration,
and engagement associated with student success have been used interchangeably, but these
concepts, while having similarities, are distinct in their application. They assert the difference in
the three concepts comes from their theoretical underpinnings.
Braxton. The concept of integration evolved from the work of Tinto (1993) and
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991). Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009) state that Tinto “defined integration
with regard to social and academic connection to the campus” while social integration refers to
“students’ perceptions of interactions with the peer group, faculty, and staff at the institution as
well as extra- and co-curricular activities” (p. 415). Braxton, Brier, and Hossler (1988) critiqued
initial studies on college student experience and found them to be either atheoretical, descriptive
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in nature, or theory-based using longitudinal data to identify causal relationships among
variables of the interaction between students and the institutional environment. They categorized
Tinto’s work as theory-based, but they argued that initial studies on student persistence and
retention failed to examine reasons for withdrawing and their importance in the withdrawal
decision outside of the theoretical constructs.
A decade later, Berger and Braxton (1998) expanded on Tinto’s theory of student
departure borrowing concepts from organizational theory to study the importance of
organizational attributes on student persistence. Building on the prior works of Pascarella (1985)
and Tinto (1993), Berger and Braxton (1998) moved from defining organizational characteristics
as institutional demographics of size, selectivity, and control to descriptions of measurement of
the campus’ organizational environment. The purpose was to estimate the effects of
organizational attributes on student persistence by examining the relationship between
organizational attributes and social integration of the student into the campus environment.
Braxton, Jones, Hirsch, and Hartlety (2008) define social integration as “the extent of
congruency between the individual student and the social system of a college or university…it
indexes the student’s perception of his or her degree of congruence with the attitudes, values,
beliefs, and norms of the social communities of a college or university” (p. 73). Social
integration was operationalized as two subscales of peer group relations and faculty relations
based on the work of Terenzini and Pascarella (1980). The dependent variable was a measure of
students’ intent to return at a private, four-year college.
The organizational attributes of institutional communication, fairness in enforcing
policies and rules, and participation in decision making were identified as having positive effects
on student persistence. Both social integration subscales were found to positively predict
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institutional commitment. The three organizational attributes were also found to have
statistically significant indirect effects on subsequent institutional commitment. While the study
results indicated strong support for the inclusion of organizational attributes in student
persistence, differences by race/ethnicity were not part of the study because of the lack of racial
diversity at the institution used for the study. The authors advocated for similar studies in other
post-secondary settings to identify other institutional policy levers that cultivate positive student
perceptions of organizational attributes.
Astin. Astin (1985) argued that a cornerstone of educational excellence in higher
education was student involvement. He defined student involvement as “the amount of physical
and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 36). He
asserted the demonstrated behaviors of studying, time on campus, participation in collegiate
activities, and interactions with faculty and other students reflected student involvement. He
further asserted that student involvement could be maximized through student services,
assessment and feedback, and instruction.
According to Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009), involvement is based on Astin’s “InputEnvironment-Output,” or I-E-O, model in which “individual characteristics are controlled for in
order to isolate the effect of on-campus participation in various academic and social activities on
various outcomes” (p. 411). The authors assert that involvement is both academic and social;
both qualitative and quantitative. According to Astin (1984), the institution plays an important
role in the level of a student’s involvement.
Kuh. Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009) further argued the concept of engagement differs from
both involvement and integration. Like involvement, the authors assert that engagement is
comprised of the time and energy invested by the student in academic pursuit, but engagement
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also includes the institution’s investment in resources leading to successful academic outcomes.
They argue the concept of engagement developed from research on institutional best practices.
Koljatic and Kuh (2001) conducted a study to determine if the frequency of student
engagement had increased between 1983 and 1997. Using data from the College Student
Experience Questionnaire, the authors found there had not been an appreciable change at any
type of institution for student engagement over the time period studied. They conjectured a shift
in student population demographics combined with institutional resistance to changing policy
levers may have resulted in the lack of change in student engagement over the 15-year study
period. Kuh (2009) asserts the concept of student engagement evolved with the development of
the National Survey of Student Engagement, or NSSE, instrument designed to measure how
students use an institution’s resources. One of the purposes for the development of the NSSE
instrument was to discover how students use institutional resources to identify best practices
leading to successful outcomes. Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009) argue that high levels of student
engagement are correlated with student perceptions of an inclusive and affirming institutional
environment.
In summary, Tinto (1975) provided a theoretical framework of student attrition based on
the correlation between academic experiences, social integration, and institutional commitment.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) added to the retention literature by examining student retention
through the diversity of student populations by age, gender, ethnicity, and institutional type.
Braxton, Milem, and Sullivan (2000), Braxton et al. (2008), and Braxton et al. (2014) expanded
on Tinto’s framework by emphasizing the importance of social integration on student retention
and success. The introduction of the National Survey of Student Engagement added the concept
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of engagement to the study of student success as a means to bridge student behaviors with
effective institutional policy levers leading to improved educational outcomes.
TRiO Initiative
Higher education institutions have attempted to address the literature by creating
programs to support the needs of at-risk student populations. The purpose of the federally
funded TRiO initiative is to provide institutions with the financial support to support these types
of programs. McElroy and Armesto (1998) assert the TRiO initiative began as part of President
Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty initiative in the 1960s for the educationally disadvantaged
with the specific purpose to improve the persistence and retention of at-risk students to degree
completion. TRiO was established specifically to provide educational opportunity to students
from low income families whose parents had not graduated from college. According to Coles
(1998), Congress established three core components of the TRiO initiative funded under Title IV
of the Higher Education Act of 1965. The first three components were Upward Bound, Talent
Search, and Special Services for Disadvantaged Students.
The first program of the TRiO initiative was Upward Bound for high school students
from low income backgrounds to motivate and prepare them for post-secondary education. The
second program, Talent Search, was established in the Higher Education Act of 1965, and was
the first time that federal scholarship monies were made available based on low income status.
The third original program, Special Services for Disadvantaged Students, was established as part
of the Higher Education Amendments of 1968 with the intent to help remediate academic
deficiencies in economically disadvantaged students. TRiO has expanded from the original three
components to nine component programs since its inception more than 50 years ago. Cooper
(2015) argues that federally funded programs like TRiO have been proven to improve post-
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secondary education opportunities for low income and first generation college students whose
socioeconomic characteristics negatively correlate with college enrollment and persistence.
TRiO Student Support Services. TRiO Student Support Services programs were
created to improve the persistence and retention of undergraduate students with disabilities, from
low income households, and/or are the first in their families to attend college. Groutt (2003)
asserts in 1980 Congress included the following Amendment changes for the TRiO programs:
(1) income level of participants was raised to earning up to 150% of the poverty level rather than
100%, (2) standardizing student eligibility among the different programs, and (3) adding a
requirement that one-third of participants were the first generation in their families to attend
college. In support of these changes, Special Services for Disadvantaged Students became
Student Support Services to be more encompassing.
The goal of Student Support Services programs is to increase the college retention and
graduation rates of program participants through academic development, counseling, and
financial assistance. Coles (1998) conducted a study of 332 TRiO participants and found that
93% of the students had earned bachelor’s degrees as compared to 20% of the students nationally
from similar backgrounds. Further, over half of those students went on to earn graduate and
doctorate degrees.
The U.S. Department of Education (2010) conducted an extensive longitudinal study of
the academic progress of 5,800 freshman students in 1991-92 over six years. Half the students
were Student Support Services participants and the other half were statistically chosen as a
comparison group with similar characteristics to the Student Support Services participants.
Using hierarchical linear modeling with continuous measures Student Support Services in
general appeared to have positive effects on the outcomes of cumulative Grand Point Averages,
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retention, and degree attainment. The study was the most comprehensive study undertaken on
the impact of Student Support Services programs on student outcomes. The study used student
surveys at three different times: 1991-1992, 1994-1995, and 1997-1998. It is noted in the final
report that since the data were collected in the 1990s, the results may not reflect Student Support
Services programs as they operate in today’s collegiate environment.
Student Support Services provides tutoring, counseling, and remedial instruction to low
income, first generation college students and students with disabilities. A study by The Pell
Institute (2009) reported that Student Support Services had a statistically significant positive
effect on student success, persistence, and retention using a quasi-experimental design and
regression analyses to assess Student Support Services. The results indicated Student Support
Services participants: (1) remained enrolled in higher education, (2) accrued more college
credits, and (3) earned higher Grand Point Averages compared to peer groups. This study
examined and explored the institutional policy levers that may facilitate successful educational
outcomes of SSS participants.
Transition To Success™ Model
Burch and Heinrich (2016) argue one of the primary purposes of educational research is
to provide an evidence-based model that an intervention is contributing in significant ways to the
improvement of student outcomes. Research of educational programs that have proven
successful is important in addressing the issue of identifying those institutional policy levers that
contribute to improved student retention, persistence, and completion. This study used the
evidence-based Transition To Success™, or TTS, model to evaluate the efficacy of a TRiO
funded Student Support Services program at a large, urban research university in the Mid-South.
The TTS model is accredited by the Council on Accreditation (2015), an international,
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independent, nonprofit, human service accrediting organization. Founded in 1977 by the Child
Welfare League of America and Family Service, COA accredits the full continuum of child
welfare, behavioral health, and community-based social services. COA currently accredits more
than 2,200 organizations and programs serving more than 7 million individuals and families.
Wilson (2014) developed the TTS model based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory.
TTS is an evidence-based model for transitioning persons from poverty to a sustainable
livelihood. The basis of the TTS model asserts poverty is not the result of individual failure, but
failure of institutional support and collaboration. This connects to Tinto’s (1993) theory that the
lack of student persistence and retention is not an individual failure, but is as much a
responsibility of the educational institution as that of students. Tinto (2010) further argued that
we should study success to build evidence-based models to improve student retention and
persistence. The TTS model helps identify best practices that are scalable, sustainable,
measurable, and evidence-based.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (HNT). McLeod (2007) argue that Abraham
Maslow, a psychologist, developed the original five stage HNT model in 1943 formulating a
more positive view of human behavior based on what goes right. Maslow’s HNT is visually
conceptualized as a pyramid with five levels (1) biological and physiological needs, (2) safety
needs, (3) love and belongingness needs, (4) esteem needs, and (5) self-actualization needs. As
one level of need is satisfied, the individual can then begin to satisfy the next level of need.
Tagormina and Gao (2013) describe each level of the HNT pyramid:


At the bottom of the pyramid are basic biological and physiological needs. These
basic needs are necessary to sustain life such as air, water, food, and procreation.
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They are also referred to as deficiency needs as they act as motivators in their
absence, meaning individuals are motivated to achieve them when they are not met.


Safety needs are the second tier of the pyramid. This includes freedom from
concrete threats such as natural catastrophes, disease, war, and criminal assault as
well as abstract security such as job security, financial security, and stability in one’s
life.



The third tier, love and belongingness needs, encompasses “emotionally pleasant
interactions with other people, in groups as well as in intimate dyads, that yield
personal relationships characterized by mutual affective concern” (p. 158). This
includes close relationships such as family, friends, partners, classmates, work
colleagues, and other social groups.



The fourth tier encompasses the esteem needs of self-respect and the respect of
others.



The top tier is self-actualization. Self-actualization is the highest order need and is
achieved when individuals have met all the deficiency needs and individuals are
fulfilled in finding what is important to them.

McLeod (2007) argues Maslow’s HNT is one of the most prevalent psychological
theories and is used in fields from business to medicine to education especially in the study of
student motivation. Wilson (2014) used Maslow’s HNT pyramid as the theoretical foundation of
the TTS model.
TTS Model. Phase I of the TTS model, Create Hope, is mapped to tiers 1 and 2 of HNT.
At these levels, individuals are seeking basic needs of food, shelter, and safety. When
individuals are not receiving adequate food and housing, or feel unsafe, they cannot move to
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Phase II of the TTS model as they do not possess the capacity to envision a better future.
Institutions may struggle in helping low income, first generation students achieve academic
success if these basic needs are not met. An example of how the TRiO Student Support Services
component helps a student address these needs is by allowing institutions to provide students
stipends for mass transit transportation to attend class and financial aid for tuition, books and
fees.
Once basic needs are met, the student can move to Phase II of the TTS model. In Phase
II, Build Hopes and Dreams, the institution can begin working with students using the Student
Support Services of academic advising and counseling to help students create a map for their
academic achievement. This process is a cooperative one in which the individual takes the lead
in creating his or her own map to the achievement he or she identifies. Tools available through
Student Support Services for helping students create their individual Hopes and Dreams map are
skills assessment, personality assessments, and mentoring support.
The final phase of the TTS model, Make Dreams Come True, is mapped to the top HNT
tier of self-actualization. In Phase III, the individual implements the plan he or she created in
Phase II. The institutional policy lever of career assessment and advising may be the most
valuable at this level to bring the student’s academic dream to fruition. The foundations laid in
Phases I and II of the TTS model can lead to the student’s actualization of persistence and
retention to completion in Phase III. A diagram of the TTS model phases are mapped to the
HNT tiers is provided in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. TTS model. Adapted from “Training Curriculum Human Service Worker,” by M.
Wilson, 2014. TTS Training for Trainers Module 2: Breaking the Cycle of Poverty, p. 22.
Status of Knowledge
Research to date has advanced knowledge of low income, first generation college student
retention and persistence in three important ways: (1) something other than socioeconomic
factors affect the persistence and retention, (2) these factors may include as yet unidentified
variables, and (3) the culture of the institution may play an important role in the success of low
income, first generation college students. Tinto (2006) argued little positive change has occurred
in actual student persistence and graduation over the last several decades due to a gap between
the knowledge gained from research and actual institutional practice. He calls for a more
proactive approach by studying student success, specifically in exploring and examining the
responsibility of the institution in student completion.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) also called for research on institutional policy levers that
are focused on sustainable efforts that increase first generation college students’ involvement in
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the institutions they attend. A shift in research to examine how institutional policy levers such as
recruitment practices, administrative and academic regulations, academic advising, support
services, and career planning and advising affect low income, first generation college students
offers a more proactive approach to the issues of persistence and retention.
Braxton et al. (2014) have built on the works of Tinto, Pascarella, and Terinzini by
examining the impact of social integration on student retention and persistence in four-year,
private institutions. Their work shifted the educational research paradigm to focus on student
success to improve policymaking relative to higher education. They expand on Tinto’s (1975)
earlier research to provide empirical support for factors such as student welfare, institutional
integrity, and psychosocial engagement as important components of students’ social integration
in an institution. They argue that organizational culture and faculty play critical roles in the
social integration of students leading to improved persistence. However, they further argue that
factors directly influencing student persistence remain elusive.
Tinto (1993) first argued that effective retention is comprised of the institutional
commitment of the student, the educational commitment to students by the institution, and the
development of social and educational communities for students with a focus on student dropout.
Tinto (2010) now advocates for a new approach to the study of retention and persistence that
focuses on examining those factors contributing to why students stay in college as opposed to
why they leave college without completing their degree, an approach that focuses on student
success versus previous efforts to discover why the student failed.
Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009) concluded that the three constructs of involvement,
integration, and engagement all focus on student success, but they are operationalized in
different ways. The study of involvement focuses on the student as the unit of analysis.
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Integration focuses on the relationship between the student and the campus culture. Engagement
focuses on the institution as the unit of analysis from the student’s perspective of his or her
collegiate experience. Pike and Kuh (2005) argue institutional policy levers influence the level
of student engagement.
Continuing to explore student retention and persistence using socioeconomic factors,
especially for low income students, may unintentionally reinforce what Hossler, et al. (2008) call
the “cynical view that demography is destiny” (p. 5). This study examined and explored
institutional policy levers that may contribute to improved educational outcomes of low income,
first generation college students to improve retention and persistence using a mixed methods
design in the evaluation of a TRiO funded Student Support Services program at a large, urban
research university in the Mid-South.
Significance of the Study
Kolesnikova (2009) argues that education can lead to upward economic mobility, and a
college education can be a gateway to improved economic mobility for at-risk student
populations. However, these students often do not possess the social integration skills needed to
effectively navigate a collegiate environment. Chaney (2010) argued in a report commissioned
by the U.S. Department of Education the purpose of the Student Support Services program as set
out in the Higher Education Act of 1965 and reauthorized by the Higher Education Opportunity
Act of 2008 is to (1) increase college retention and graduate rates for eligible students, (2)
increase the transfer rates of eligible students from two-year to four-year institutions, and (3)
foster an institutional climate of support for the success of low income and first-generation
college students and individuals with disabilities. It is this third goal where a gap exists in
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research on the institutional climate’s impact on student retention and persistence for this student
population.
Tinto and Pusser (2006) argued that attention on student attrition and persistence have
paid less attention to developing a model of institutional action that is effective in increasing
student persistence and success. They call for research on institutional action in four key areas:
(1) impact of faculty development programs on student success, (2) impact on student success of
adjunct and/or part-time faculty, (3) research on developmental education on the retention of
students, especially low income students, and (4) further research on program implementation
strategies that lead to successful programs that can endure over time.
Institutional policy levers can be a barrier or deterrent to low income, first generation
students in pursuing and achieving higher education goals. The significance of this study is in
examining and exploring the impact of an institution’s policies, processes, and practices on the
successful educational outcomes of at-risk student populations. I present a proactive approach to
the study of persistence and retention of low income, first generation students through the
program evaluation of a TRiO funded Student Support Services program at a large, urban
research university in the Mid-South. I examined and explored what and how institutional policy
levers contribute to successful persistence and retention of Student Success Program participants.
Increased enrollment does not equate to increased completion rates. First generation and low
income students have lagged behind traditional college students in educational completion.
Research to identify successful retention and persistence strategies is needed to help create
cultures of persistence and retention for at-risk student populations in higher education.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
In this mixed methods study, I examined and explored the institutional policy levers in a
federally funded TRiO Student Success Program at a large, urban research university in the MidSouth that may lead to increased retention and persistence among low income, first generation
college students. The research questions that guided this study were:
1. How do the educational outcomes of the university’s TRiO SSP participants differ
compared to the university’s low income, first generation students?
2. How are the university’s SSP institutional policy levers structured to improve the
educational outcomes of program participants?
3. How do the university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the program’s
institutional policy levers in improving their educational outcomes?
Creswell (2015) argues a mixed method research design is appropriate when quantitative
or qualitative research alone are not sufficient in addressing the issue under study. He asserts
that a mixed methods study is not simply asking quantitative and qualitative questions. It
requires the inclusion of a mixed methods question to analyze how the qualitative results help
confirm the quantitative results. He also asserts that a social or behavioral theoretical model
provides a useful framework for data integration and analysis.
A program evaluation methodology was used to explore students’ experiences in the
program using the TTS model to identify SSP best practices to explore Tinto’s (2010) assertion
that there is a gap between academic research and practical application of research results. The
first research question examined the educational outcomes of the university’s SSP participants
compared to those of students with similar socioeconomic backgrounds who were not

28

participants in the program. Educational outcomes were defined as academic progress, academic
achievement, and academic engagement using retention and graduation percentages, Grade Point
Averages, and 2014 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) data.
Research question two identified effective institutional policy levers that helped to
improve the educational outcomes of the SSP participants using one-on-one SSP staff and
student interviews along with document review to identify institutional policy levers that have
been effective in retaining and helping students persist in college. The final research question
merged the quantitative and qualitative data analyses to explore SSP participants’ perceptions of
how their participation in the program affected their academic progress, achievement, and
engagement through the lenses of the TTS model.
In summary, I used a program evaluation methodology to examine and explore those
institutional policy levers that support participants’ persistence and retention in the university’s
Student Success Program. The university’s SSP institutional policy levers were mapped to the
TTS model to identify those practices and procedures that have been effective in program
participants’ persistence and retention at the university.
Mixed Method Research Design
A mixed methods research design is used to contribute to the breadth and depth of
knowledge relative to low income, first generation college student persistence and retention.
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) state that “diversity of ideas is a major strength of mixed
methods” (p. 804). Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) argue a mixed methods study offers the
following advantages:
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1. A quantitative component uses existing data to provide a direction for further
investigation and/or understanding. Results may be generalized to the population
studied, thereby providing statistical validity.
2. A qualitative component can provide deeper understanding of the complexity of the issue
by moving beyond ‘demography is destiny’ to explore what contributes to successful
completion. Quantitative analysis alone tells us what may work, but it cannot tell us why
it works.
Morse and Niehaus (2009) argue mixed methods research consists of a core component,
which is the general, overall theoretical drive of the study and a supplemental, or strategy,
component with the components paced simultaneously or sequentially. In simultaneous pacing,
the core and supplemental components occur concurrently while in sequential pacing, the two
components are subsequent to each other. The design selected is determined by the research
questions of the study, which drives data collection and analysis.
Creswell (2007) asserts there are three basic mixed methods design: convergent,
exploratory, and explanatory. A convergent design collects the quantitative and qualitative data
separately and merges the results in the data analysis. An exploratory design explores the
problem qualitatively first, develops an instrument or intervention from the qualitative data, and
concludes with a quantitative phase. An explanatory design begins with a quantitative
component followed by the qualitative component to explain the quantitative results. This study
used Creswell’s (2007) explanatory sequential mixed methods design where quantitative data is
followed with qualitative data in the analysis to explain results in more detail. In an explanatory
sequential design, the core and strategy components are brought together at what Morse and
Niehaus (2009) call the point of interface, which is the place in the research where the
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quantitative and qualitative components meet in the analysis. Figure 2 graphically represents
Creswell’s Explanatory Sequential mixed methods design where quantitative data is examined
first followed with the qualitative data to help explain the quantitative results.

Figure 2. Explanatory Mixed Methods Model. Adapted from “A Concise Introduction to Mixed
Methods Research,” by J.W. Creswell (2015). SAGE Publications, Inc., p. 39.
Bryman (2015) conducted a content analysis of mixed methods journal articles and found
five justifications for using a mixed methods strategy in evaluation research: it emphasizes
corroboration between quantitative and qualitative data, it clarifies results from one method with
results from the other, it uses results from one method to inform the other, it seeks discovery of
paradox and contradiction, and it extends breadth and range of inquiry. The justification drives
the rationale for combining quantitative and qualitative methods.
The rationale for the use of quantitative and qualitative methods within a study is that one
method helps explain findings generated by the other. The explanatory sequential mixed
methods design takes a systematic approach to mixed methods research. According to Creswell
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(2007), the strength of an explanatory sequential mixed methods design is the quantitative and
qualitative phases build on each other acting as equals in the study as easily recognized stages.
To avoid conflicts in the methods, the quantitative phase takes place first followed by the second,
qualitative phase to help explain the quantitative results.
Program Evaluation. Biesta and Burbules (2003) argue the acquisition of knowledge,
from a Deweynian pragmatist’s perspective, is a process of inquiry. They further argue the
process of inquiry is sequential by which understanding evolves temporally. In educational
research, this process is also transactional, meaning discovery of the relationship between
knowledge and action. This pragmatic perspective is in keeping with the requirement that
program evaluation examine and explore the relationship of the program’s key components to
identify best practices leading to the program’s success.
Blimling (2013) states the process of assessing educational programs includes “collecting
and analyzing information to improve the conditions of student life, student learning, or the
quality and efficiency of services and programs provided to students” (p. 5). Burch and Heinrich
(2016) advocate for the use of a mixed methods research design in program evaluation to
strengthen program design and evaluation research, develop and use knowledge to build
feedback loops between qualitative and quantitative research, and create mechanisms for
collaboration and coordination.
This study focused on students who stay engaged in higher education to look at what
works as successful institutional policy levers for student retention and persistence in a TRiO
funded program. The quantitative analysis began with a comparison of retention and completion
percentages of SSP participants to non-participants with similar socioeconomic characteristics to
examine if there was a statistically significant difference in academic progress. The second
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analysis compared the cumulative GPA of SSP participants to non-participants for academic
achievement. The final analysis examined if there were statistically significant differences in
perceptions of institutional policy levers among the two population groups, SSP participants and
non-participants, as operationalized by the NSSE Engagement Indicators for academic
engagement.
A qualitative component in Phase 2 built on the quantitative analysis by exploring which
institutional policy levers were successful and why SSP participants perceived the levers to have
a positive influence on their persistence and retention. The qualitative component began with
one-on-one structured interviews with the university’s SSP staff to identify the program’s
institutional policy levers. This was followed by a document review of the 2013 SSP student
survey results, the 2013/14 SSP Assessment and Recommendations Report, and 2016 SSP
student focus group transcription provided by the university’s Student Affairs department. The
third qualitative component consisted of one-on-one SSP student interviews to develop a deeper
understanding of why the program’s policy levers have had an impact. The two phases were
merged in a mixed methods analysis of how SSP participants experience institutional policy
levers in improving their educational outcomes at the university.
Study Setting
The research setting was a large, urban research university located in the Mid-South. The
university offers undergraduate, master, and doctoral degree programs in several disciplines.
Enrollment averages 21,000 to 22,000 for credit-bearing courses with approximately 80% of the
students enrolled as undergraduates and approximately 10% enrolled as first-time freshmen.
Sixty-four percent of the students are enrolled on a full-time basis. The state’s Higher Education
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Commission (2014) demographic profile of the university’s student population compared to that
of all the state’s public four year institutions is listed in Table 1.
Table 1
Study University Demographic Profile

Demographic
Men
Women
Caucasian
African American
Hispanic
Multiracial
Other
Unknown
Pell Eligible
Average ACT*
*Incoming freshmen

Study University
39.9%
60.1%
53.0%
35.0%
3.0%
1.8%
5.0%
2.9%
51.1%
22.5

State Public 4 Year Institutions
43.1%
56.9%
64.7%
23.6%
3.1%
1.8%
3.9%
2.9%
49.5%
21.4

Study Population
The United States Department of Education (2015) defines the term first generation college
student as: (a) an individual whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree, or (b) in the
case of any individual who regularly resided with and received support from only one parent, an
individual whose only such parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree. The National Center
for Education Statistics (2014) states that almost 50% of the United States population within
higher education today consists of first generation students. For purposes of this study, a first
generation student was defined as a student in which neither parent graduated from college. The
university’s Office of Institutional Research reported that 42% of the undergraduate student body
self-reported as first generation college students.
The population for the study were students participating in the university’s TRiO Student
Success Program. Students are eligible for SSP if they are from low income households, are first
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generation students, and/or have a disability. Students can qualify by meeting one, two, or all
three criteria. The TRiO funding guidelines allow a maximum of 200 SSP participants in an
academic year. Two-thirds of the university’s SSP program participants are first generation
students from low income households.
Study Design
Creswell (2015) views mixed methods research as a research orientation consisting of
data collection, data analysis, and data interpretation. He defines mixed methods research as an
approach that combines the strengths of closed-ended, quantitative results and open-ended,
qualitative results to understand research problems. He asserts it is the combination of the
statistical trends from the quantitative component with the personal experiences of the qualitative
component that deepens the insight and understanding of the research problem under
investigation. The following section describes the data collection, data analysis, and data
interpretation phases of the study segregated into the quantitative and qualitative components of
each phase.
Data Collection
Mixed methods research consists of the collection of both quantitative and qualitative
data. The purpose of using a mixed methods design for this study was to add the context of
personal experiences of low income, first generation college students using qualitative research
to the quantitative research that has been conducted on the topic. In this study, quantitative data
provided a foundational understanding by examining the educational outcomes of low income,
first generation college students while the qualitative component explored the perceived
effectiveness of institutional policy levers in improving the educational outcomes of the study
population.
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Quantitative component. Two data sets for the quantitative component were provided
by the university’s Academic Affairs department and Student Affairs department. Data were
collected to examine the outcome variables of interest:
1. Academic progress as measured by retention and completion percentages.
2. Academic achievement as measured by Grade Point Average (GPA).
3. Academic engagement as measured by the 10 NSSE engagement indicators.
The university’s Student Affairs department provided a data set that contained enrollment
status and cumulative GPA of SSP participants and non-participants with similar socioeconomic
characteristics. This data set was used to conduct the analyses for academic progress and
academic achievement. The university’s Academic Affairs department provided the data set
containing the results of the university’s 2014 NSSE study for the academic engagement
analysis.
Academic progress and academic achievement. Tinto (1993) asserted that the academic
and social systems within higher education contained both formal and informal structures. The
formal academic structure includes contact with faculty inside the classrooms and laboratories
while an informal academic structure encompasses contact with faculty outside the classroom at
informal settings. Similarly, a formal social structure would be institution sanctioned
extracurricular activities while an informal social structure would include external friendships
that form as a result of participation in an extracurricular activity. Tinto (1993) conjectured that
these formal and informal structures affected students’ academic and social integration at the
institution, which in turn affected a student’s retention and persistence. The quantitative
variables of academic progress, retention and completion percentages, and academic
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achievement, Grade Point Average, are impacted by the interplay of these formal and
information structures.
The university’s Student Affairs department provided a data set containing enrollment
status, overall GPA, and SSP participation for 2011 fall term through 2015 spring term for SSP
participants and a comparison group of students who had socioeconomic characteristics that
would qualify them for the program but who had not participated in the program. The
university’s Student Affairs department used the qualifications for the TRiO program in the
selection of the random sample for the comparison group based on household income
qualifications for Pell grant recipients, which are equivalent to the TRiO household income
requirements. Cases were also coded with parental education attainment to identify first
generation students. Parental education attainment was defined as the level of education attained
by the student’s mother and/or father. Students whose parents did not attend or graduate from a
four year institution were coded as first generation college students. The data set also contained
three GPA variables for each case - fall 2013 term GPA, spring 2014 term GPA, and overall
GPA. The overall GPA represented the cumulative GPA for the student and was used for the
academic achievement analysis.
The university’s Office of Institutional Research identifies a cohort term as fall, spring,
and summer. The fall 2013 and spring 2014 terms were selected for case identification. Summer
term data was not included in the data set. Two enrollment status variables were contained in the
data set: status following fall term and final status. Status following the 2013 fall term was used
as it more accurately represented the student’s enrollment status beginning with the spring 2014
term, which coincides with the timing of the NSSE study. Status is reported by the university as
enrolled, graduated, or not enrolled. Some cases were duplicated based on ongoing enrollment
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status. To remove duplicated cases, each individual case was coded as follows: (1) enrolled in
both terms, (2) enrolled in fall 2013 term/graduated spring 2014 term, (3) graduated fall 2013
term, (4) not enrolled in fall 2013 term/enrolled in spring 2014 term, (5) not enrolled in
either/stopped out or dropped out, or (6) not enrolled in fall 2013 term/graduated spring 2014
term. Duplicated cases were removed.
The cases were coded by the university’s Student Affairs department into one of four
categories: SSP Classic, Classic Match, SSP STEM, and STEM Match. STEM students
declared a major in one of four specific disciplines - Science, Technology, Engineering, or
Mathematics. Students categorized as Classic declared majors outside of these four specific
disciplines. Examples include education, business, psychology, political science, etc. The
Classic Match and STEM Match cases were those students who meet the federal TRiO criteria,
but were not enrolled in SSP.
A simple random sample was drawn to create equal number of cases for each of the four
categorizations. The SSP Classic and SSP STEM cases were then coded as “yes” for SSP
participation. Classic Match and STEM Match cases were coded as “no” for SSP participation.
Table 2 contains the number of cases by SSP participation and enrollment status as of the end of
fall 2013 term.
Table 2
Number of Cases by SSP Participation and Enrollment Status

Status
Enrolled
Graduated
Not Enrolled
Total

SSP Participants
111
20
9
140

Non-SSP Participants
83
12
45
140
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Total
194
32
54
280

Academic engagement. Kuh (2003) defines student engagement as “the time and energy
students devote to educationally sound activities inside and outside the classroom, and the
policies and practices that institutions use to induce students to take part in these activities”
(p. 25). According to Kuh (2001), the National Survey of Student Engagement, referred to as
NSSE, is a national survey instrument measuring educational activities related to student
learning and engagement.
Hicks and Lerer (2003) argue NSSE also provides measures of social and academic
integration. They assert, for example, the benchmark measure of Campus Environment
approximates Tinto’s concept of social integration based on questions related to faculty, student,
and administration interactions along with academic and non-academic support. The survey also
includes questions related to student involvement such as time spent interacting with faculty,
amount of time in academic preparation, and participation in on and off campus activities. The
NSSE benchmarks can also be seen as indicators of the interplay between Tinto’s formal and
informal structures academically and socially.
The NSSE survey was selected for inclusion in this study as higher education institutions
have used NSSE results to improve institutional policy levers such as accreditation processes,
faculty development, student success initiatives, general educational goals, and evidence-based
quality initiatives to improve student outcomes of retention and completion. The instrument is
administered through a third-party survey organization to undergraduate students who have
attended the institution for at least two terms and are either first-time or senior undergraduates.
Students are randomly recruited via e-mail or regular mail and are asked a series of questions on
educational practices associated with high levels of learning and personal development to assess
their lived college experience.
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Kinzie, Cogswell, and Wheatle (2015) argue NSSE results are used to provide a meaningful
measurement of education quality for post-secondary institutions from a student’s perspective
that may lead to improved undergraduate persistence and retention through effective institutional
practices. According to the NSSE web site (2015) the survey has been administered to 5 million
students in more than 1,600 institutions nationally since its launch in 2000. Nationally, the 2014
response rates were 29% for first-year students and 34% for seniors. The study university
reported that 529, or 16%, of its first-time students and 995, or 28.5%, of its senior students
responded to the NSSE survey in 2014.
The NSSE survey instrument was revised in 2014 to structure student engagement results
into ten Engagement Indicators calculated from 47 core NSSE question items. Each Engagement
Indicator is expressed on a 60-point scale based on responses of never = 0, sometimes = 20,
often = 40, and very often = 60. The scores reflect student-level data with institutional
Engagement Indicator scores based on student-level scores for each class level. Student-level
Engagement Indicator scores are provided to participating institutions in their NSSE data file.
The Engagement Indicator scores are grouped into four themes based on NSSE benchmarks.
NSSE (2015) reports the Engagement Indicators were created over a multi-year
development process using quantitative and qualitative methods of focus groups, cognitive
interviews with students, and statistical procedures for validity and reliability testing including
principal components analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, reliability analysis, generalizability
theory, and item response theory. Table 3 lists the Engagement Indicators grouped by respective
theme with Engagement Indicator reliabilities as reported by NSSE for the national data sample
with Cronbach’s alpha for each Engagement Indicator.
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Table 3
NSSE Engagement Indicators by Themes

Cronbach’s alpha
First year
Senior
0.85
0.86
0.88
0.88
0.76
0.78
0.86
0.87

Theme
Academic Challenge

Engagement Indicators
Higher-Order Learning
Reflective & Integrative Learning
Learning Strategies
Quantitative Reasoning

Learning with Peers

Collaborative Learning
Discussions with Diverse Others

0.81
0.89

0.81
0.90

Experiences with Faculty

Student-Faculty Interaction
Effective Teaching Practices

0.83
0.84

0.85
0.87

Campus Environment

Quality of Interactions
Supportive Environment

0.84
0.89

0.81
0.89

Academic Challenge encompasses the EIs of Higher-Order Learning, Reflective and
Integrative Learning, Learning Strategies, and Quantitative Reasoning. Higher Order Learning is
comprised of questions relative to applying, analyzing, evaluating, and forming in problem
solving, reasoning, decision-making, and understanding. Reflective and Integrative Learning
includes questions that reflect the student’s ability to contextualize course material to real world
experiences. Learning Strategies’ questions cover active engagement and analysis of course
material. Quantitative Reasoning includes questions reflecting the student’s ability to use and
understand numerical and statistical information.
Learning with Peers comprises the EI components of Collaborative Learning and
Discussion with Diverse Others. Questions used to operationalize these components cover
interaction with other students for learning inclusive of working with students with backgrounds
and beliefs dissimilar from the student.
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Experiences with Faculty encompass the Student-Faculty Interaction and Effective
Teaching Practices Engagement Indicator components and cover topics such as faculty
interaction that positively influences the student’s cognitive growth, development, and college
persistence. It also reflects the student’s perceptions of faculty’s teaching effectiveness as clear
communication, coursework organization, and effective feedback.
Campus Environment includes the Engagement Indicator components of Quality of
Interactions and Supportive Environment that operationalize the student’s overall perceptions of
his or her college experience through interactions with peers, advisors, faculty, and
administrative staff. The institution’s environment is operationalized using questions examining
support services, contact with students from different backgrounds, campus activities and events,
and support in managing non-academic responsibilities.
The university’s 2014 National Survey of Student Engagement data was supplied by the
university’s Academic Affairs department. The data set contained a total of 1,524 cases. NSSE
identified first generation respondents in its data set and there were 675 cases coded as first
generation. The university’s Office of Institutional Research worked with the university’s
Financial Aid department to ensure student privacy was maintained to flag the NSSE first
generation respondents as low income based on TRiO household income requirements for
participation in SSP using university FAFSA data. A total of 275 NSSE respondents were
identified as first generation, low income students.
The university’s Student Success Program maintains student data in the Blumen Data
Management software system. Blumen (2015) is a fully integrated Student Data Management
Software system designed specifically for student data management of participants in TRiO
programs. The system is a census database, in that all student participant data and information
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are maintained including the student’s unique student identification number. SSP participants
were matched to NSSE data using the unique student identifier contained in the Blumen system
by the university’s Student Affairs department. A dichotomous variable was added to the NSSE
database to identify respondents as being SSP students of 1 = yes or 2 = no. There were 35 cases
identified as SSP participants and NSSE respondents of which 20 of the 35 SSP cases were both
first generation and low income. The final 20 cases for SSP participants were matched to NSSE
respondents who were not SSP participants and met SSP participation criteria. The match was
based on gender, ethnicity, and the same or near same ACT composite scores from the NSSE
data.
Qualitative component. A qualitative component provided more information by exploring
why relationships are important and how they positively impact students. Morse and Niehaus
(2009) argue that qualitative studies provide explanation of the ‘why’ aspect of the problem or
issue by compensating for inadequacies in the meaning or detail from quantitative methods of
inquiry. This information may be used to further explore how this influence may be duplicated
with other student populations and at other institutions. The unit of study for the qualitative
component was the SSP students’ interactions with institutional policy levers. The pacing was
sequential as the purpose of the qualitative component was to explore which policy levers had
positively impacted the students’ educational outcomes of academic progress, achievement, and
engagement. The qualitative questions explored were:


How are the university’s SSP institutional policy levers structured to improve
educational outcomes of program participants?



How do the university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the program’s
institutional policy levers in improving their educational outcomes?
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Qualitative data were gathered through one-on-one interviews with the SSP staff and
students to develop a deeper understanding of the process and to map the process to the TTS
model. In addition, a document review was conducted using a program evaluation and student
survey from the 2013 fall and 2014 spring terms. The data collection included the transcription
of a focus group conducted in the spring 2016 term by the university’s Student Affairs
department of SSP participants in compliance with TRiO funding requirements.
Tinto (2010) argued that the study of student success should help build evidence-based
models to improve student retention and persistence. The TTS model focuses on identifying
evidence-based best practices that an intervention is contributing in significant ways to program
efficacy. The qualitative data was mapped to the TTS model focused on those institutional
policy levers that have had the most positive impact on SSP participants’ educational outcomes
to identify best practices.
Staff interviews. The university’s SSP staff consisted of six members – the program
director, assistant director, project specialist, and three retention specialists. Each staff member
was interviewed using a structured interview guide to identify the programs effective
institutional policy levers (see Appendix A for guide). All staff members were asked to identify
those best practices that positively impacted academic progress as identified in the test of
proportions in the quantitative component. Each staff member was asked to talk about an
experience where he or she felt he or she had directly affected a student persisting in college.
The interviews began with the staff member describing the SSP process the student goes through
from initial application for SSP to college completion. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed for mapping to Phase I, Create Hope, in the TTS model. Phase I is mapped to HNT’s
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safety and physiological needs of tiers 1 and 2, and SSP institutional policy levers that helped
address safety and physiological needs of the SSP participants were identified as best practices.
Document review. The university’s Student Affairs department conducted a survey of
SSP participants in 2013. The purpose of the survey was to obtain feedback on the students’
perceptions of their participation in the program. The results from the 2013 student survey were
used by the SSP Student Advisory Board to prepare the 2013/14 Assessment and
Recommendations Report for the program. The Advisory Board consisted of eight students in
the program. One SSP staff member served in an ex-officio capacity and the Director of Student
Affairs Learning and Assessment served as facilitator and assisted the Advisory Board members
in developing recommendations based on the survey results. Twenty-four SSP students
responded to the survey. Sixteen questions included in the survey asked students specifically on
how participation in the program helped the student. Respondents answered (a) has not helped,
(b) helped somewhat, (c) helped very much, or (d) helped significantly.
The NSSE theme of Academic Challenge related to skill development in problem
solving, decision-making, contextualization, active engagement, and understanding quantitative
information. Campus Environment included student’s overall perceptions of his or her college
experience by examining support services, campus activities and events, and managing nonacademic responsibilities. The theme of Learning with Peers included interaction with other
students in learning and working with other students with dissimilar backgrounds and beliefs.
The ratings of ‘helped significantly’ and ‘helped very much’ were combined to explore findings
for this study.
The Student Affairs department also conducted a focus group in the spring 2016 semester
in accordance with the TRiO funding guidelines. Words and phrases from the focus group
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transcription were entered into Wordle, a free online word cloud generator. Phrases were created
by connecting words in the phrases with hyphens. Figure 5 presents the Wordle graphic in
Chapter 4. The student focus group transcription was mapped to Phase II, Build Dreams, in the
TTS model. Phase II is mapped to Maslow’s tiers of building belonging and self-esteem, which
is important in developing the SSP participants’ institutional bond as conjectured by Tinto
(1993).
Student interviews. The qualitative phase concluded with interviews of SSP participants.
SSP students who also participated in the 2014 NSSE were asked to be interviewed by the SSP
staff. There were eight students still enrolled in the SSP program as of the spring 2016 semester
who had taken the 2014 NSSE. Two of the students agreed to be interviewed. The first student
interviewed, referred to as D, was a young Hispanic woman whose parents had immigrated to the
United States. She was from a small community east of the university. She was a junior
majoring in biology and had been an SSP participant since her freshman year. She was the first
in her family to attend college. Her immigrant parents had strongly emphasized the importance
of education. The second student interviewed, referred to as J, was a young African American
man who was a rising junior majoring in business information technology. He was previously an
engineering major and had to ‘stop out’ for two semesters to work full-time as his mother lost
her job and eventually their home. When he returned to school, he changed his major. He had
been an SSP participant since his freshman year and re-entered the program when he returned to
the university.
The interviews explored why the program has had a positive impact on their college
experience and what the university could learn from their experiences in helping students like
them succeed. A semi-structured interview guide was used, beginning with open ended
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questions inviting interviewees to talk about positive experiences they have had and why they
believe the experience had been positive (see Appendix B for guide). This allowed for a freer
dialogue to explore institutional policy levers best practices. The interviews were recorded and
coded using the NSSE Engagement Indicators.
The interviews began with questions relating to the EI theme of Academic Challenge.
The purpose was to explore the students’ academic experiences in college. The students were
asked to talk about a class project, assignment, or paper where they felt they did really well and
the strategies they learned as SSP participants in meeting the challenge. The EI theme of
Experiences with Faculty was explored by asking the students to talk about her or his favorite
professor. The NSSE theme of Campus Environment focused on the students’ overall
experience in college. The students were asked about any challenges they had faced while
attending college affecting their ability to stay in college and how participation in SSP helped
them to face the challenge. Questions related to the NSSE theme of Learning with Peers asked
how participation in SSP helped them to connect with others.
The interviews concluded by asking the students what the program and university could
do to help students like themselves succeed, and what they would tell an incoming freshman
about the Student Success Program. The interviews were conducted on campus for convenience
of the SSP participants. The student interviews were mapped to Phase III of the TTS model,
Make Dreams Come True, which is tied to tier 5, self-actualization, in the HNT model.
Ethical Considerations. This study used safeguards to ensure the protection and rights of
participants were maintained. Study participants were provided a written informed consent form
for voluntary participation in the study. Participant rights and interests were maintained in the
reporting and dissemination of data from the study. Participant names and other identifying
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characteristics remained confidential. Data were secured for purposes of the study and stored in
a secure location. Only the researchers in the study had access to the material. Permission for
data access and use was approved by the university’s Institutional Research Board on December
18, 2015, IRB ID 3947.
Data Analysis
This study used a mixed methods sequential explanatory design in order to identify
evidence-based best practices of institutional policy levels that may contribute to the successful
persistence and retention of low income, first generation college students. Creswell (2015)
asserts that an explanatory sequential mixed methods design begins with a quantitative phase,
called a ‘strand,’ and is followed by a qualitative phase, or strand, to explore the quantitative
results in more detail. The value of this approach is to provide a better understanding of which
institutional policy levers may be more effective by bridging research with application using an
evaluation of a program designed to specifically improve the educational outcomes of low
income, first generation students.
Quantitative strand. The quantitative strand began with a test of proportions for two
independent random samples of SSP participants to non-participants to determine if there was a
statistically significant difference in academic progress as measured by the retention and
completion percentages following the 2013 fall term between the two populations. A two-way
fixed factor ANOVA was conducted using SSP participation and enrollment status as the
independent variables and cumulative GPA as the dependent variable. A third analysis of a
series of matched pairs t-tests used the 2014 NSSE Engagement Indicator composite scores to
compare academic engagement defined as the perceptions of the university’s SSP participants to
low income, first generation students not enrolled in the Student Success Program.
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Academic progress. The study’s focus was on the successful retention and completion of
low income, first generation college students. Academic progress was operationalized as the
retention and completion percentages of students following the end of fall term for 2013 as
reported by the university. Tests of proportions for two independent random samples were
conducted for SSP participants compared to non-participants who were low income, first
generation students. An alpha of .01 was used to determine statistical significance for each
academic progress indicator.
Academic achievement. The quantitative component continued with a comparison of the
academic achievement of SSP participants compared to non-participants who were first
generation, low income students. Hinkle, Wiersma, and Jurs (2003) recommend a two-factor
Analysis of Variance as an alternative to multiple independent t-tests. The authors argue
factorial designs have three advantages over conducting multiple independent sample t-tests:
efficiency, control, and the ability to study any interaction. Academic achievement was
operationalized as cumulative GPA. SSP participation and enrollment status were the
independent variables. The GPA for SSP participants and non-participants and enrollment status
were compared.
The university’s Student Affairs department provided the data for the two comparisons.
A simple random sample was taken for each of the SSP classifications to achieve an equal
sample. The SSP Classic and SSP STEM cases were combined and coded as yes = 1 for SSP
participation, and the Classic Match and STEM Match were combined and coded as no = 2 for
SSP participation. The resulting sample size was 280 equally divided by SSP participation. The
dichotomous independent variables for the ANOVA analysis were SSP participation, 1 = yes or
2 = no, and enrollment status, 1 = enrolled, 2 = graduated, or 3 = not enrolled. The dependent
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variable was cumulative GPA. An alpha of .01 was used to determine statistical significance. A
Tukey post hoc analysis was conducted for statistically significant results.
Academic engagement. The final quantitative analysis examined academic engagement
as measured by NSSE Engagement Indicators. The analysis compared SSP participants to nonSSP participants who were low income, first generation students using the NSSE results. A
matched pairs sample was drawn of non-SSP low income, first generation students using gender,
race, and ACT composite scores matched to the same attributes of the SSP participants. The ten
Engagement Indicator composite scores from the university’s NSSE results were used to
represent institutional policy levers.
A series of matched pair t-tests was conducted to determine if there was a statistically
significant difference in SSP participants’ perceptions of institutional policy levers and nonparticipants operationalized by the 10 Engagement Indicators. A data set of low income, first
generation students was extracted from the NSSE database. The NSSE respondents were coded
for SSP participation as 1 for yes and 2 for no. The 20 NSSE respondents and SSP participants
were matched to 20 low income, first generation respondents using gender, race, and ACT
composite scores. The total matched sample size was 40.
A variable was created for each EI score, one for SSP participants and one for nonparticipants, which enabled conducting the 10 matched t-tests. Stevens (2009) suggests the
Bonferroni correction be used when making multiple comparisons to adjust the alpha in order to
mitigate the probability of a false rejection when the null hypothesis is true. An alpha of .10 was
selected in order to apply a Bonferroni adjustment for the comparison of the 10 Engagement
Indicator scores to reduce the possibility of a Type I error in the analysis. The resulting alpha for
each test was α=.10/10 = .01.
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Qualitative Strand. Burch and Heinrich (2016) assert analysis of quantitative data alone
does not afford an opportunity to explore individual perspectives of study participants. The
qualitative strand explored how institutional policy levers were related to positive educational
outcomes of low income, first generation college students in the Student Success Program. An
Appreciative Inquiry approach was used to identify those best practices that have had the most
positive impact for SSP participants to map the results from the qualitative strand to the TTS
model presented in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Qualitative strand mapped to TTS model. Adapted from “Training Curriculum Human
Service Worker,” by M. Wilson, 2014. TTS Training for Trainers Module 2: Breaking the Cycle
of Poverty, p. 22.
Appreciative Inquiry. Thomas (2015) describes AI as an approach to organizational
analysis and discovery that focuses on what is right and working to enact positive organizational
change by exploring past and present strengths and assets rather than breaking down components
to identify what needs to be fixed. AI starts from a positive perspective to discover what is best
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about an organization, system, or program. AI is a four-stage process of discovery, dream,
design, and destiny known as the 4-D Cycle and is based on a search for knowledge and a
collective theory of action.
The discovery stage is designed to understand the best of what is and has been using
interview questions written as affirmative probes with the intent of generating stories to discover
the program’s positive core. The qualitative analysis began with the SSP staff interviews framed
to identify those institutional policy levers that demonstrate best practices in helping retain SSP
participants at the university. This was accomplished by inviting SSP staff members to share
experiences in which they personally helped a student remain in school. The experiences were
then mapped to Phase I of the TTS model, Create Hope, which identifies any safety and
physiological issues the students may have faced in remaining in school to explore how the SSP
staff were able to help students address and overcome these issues.
The intent of the dream stage is to work with groups to identify generative, affirmative, and
hopeful images of the future. It engages in thinking outside pre-existing boundaries to discover
innovative ways to think about the future. The AI dream stage was used in the document review
analysis, which consisted of the 2013 SSP student survey results, 2013/14 program assessment
report, and 2016 focus group transcription provided by the university’s Student Affairs
department. The document review identified the generative, affirmative, and hopeful images that
maps to the TTS model Phase II, Build Hopes and Dreams, by identifying SSP institutional
policy levers that help students build self-esteem and a sense of belonging at the university.
The design stage identifies institutional policy levers that are fully aligned with the
discovery and dream stages. The student interviews were used to explore how the university’s
SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the program’s institutional policy levers in
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achieving self-actualization by persisting in college. The one-on-one interviews were structured
to allow the students to share their experiences of how participation in SSP provided students
with ongoing support to sustain academic success. The student interviews were mapped to Phase
III of the TTS model, Make Dreams Come True.
The final stage, destiny, initiates actions that support ongoing learning and innovation
focused specifically on personal and organization commitments and paths for positive change.
The AI destiny stage was used to bridge the results of the quantitative strand to the qualitative
strand for the point of interface. Table 4 represents the connection of Maslow’s HNT, TTS
model, qualitative research methods, and the AI stages of analysis.
Table 4
Qualitative Analysis Using Appreciative Inquiry

AI Analysis
Research Method
Stage
SSP Staff Interviews Discover

Maslow HNT
Tiers 1 & 2:
Safety & physiological

TTS Model
Phase I:
Create Hope

Tiers 3 & 4:
Esteem & belonging

Phase II:
Build Hopes & Dreams

Document review

Dream

Tier 5:
Self-actualization

Phase III:
Make Dreams Come True

Student interviews

Design

In this study, the AI method of analysis was used to identify institutional policy levers
that have been effective in improving the persistence and retention of the university’s SSP
participants. The AI method was selected as the TTS model is an evidence-based model to
identify best practices in order to evaluate the efficacy of the university’s TRiO funded Student
Success Program. The qualitative analysis began with the AI discovery stage by interviewing
SSP staff to identify the program’s practices and procedures. The results were mapped to Phase
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I, Create Hope, of the TTS model. A document review of reports and focus group transcription
provided by the university were used in the AI dream stage to map the SSP best practices and
procedures to Phase II, Build Hope and Dreams, of the TTS model.
The AI design stage was used for analysis of student interviews to explore ongoing
support leading to student success and mapped to Phase III, Make Dreams Come True. The AI
final stage, destiny, was used to connect the quantitative analysis of academic progress, academic
achievement, and academic engagement to the qualitative analysis of TTS Phases I, II, and III
through an Appreciative Inquiry lens at the point of interface of the quantitative and qualitative
analyses.
Data Interpretation
Data interpretation in an explanatory sequential mixed methods design uses the
qualitative strand to help explain results from the quantitative strand. Creswell (2015) argues
this type of design structure calls for the results to be presented in a sequential format: (1)
discussion of the quantitative statistical results, (2) discussion of the qualitative results, and (3)
any inferences that can be drawn from the qualitative results to help explain the quantitative
results. Particular emphasis is placed on the mixed methods research question for data
interpretation.
Morse and Niehaus (2009) refer to the integration of the quantitative results with the
qualitative results as the point of interface. The point of interface occurs after each component
has been analyzed according to the standards of each research paradigm and occurs in the
analysis of the core component or in the results narrative of the core component. In this study,
the point of interface occurs in the results narrative where the core component, the quantitative
strand, forms the foundation for the results from the supplemental component, the qualitative
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strand, providing deeper meaning to the quantitative results. Creswell (2015) advocates for the
use of a joint display table in a mixed methods design to compare results. The quantitative
results are summarized in the first column, qualitative follow-up results are summarized in the
second column, and a third column presents how the qualitative results help explain the
quantitative results. The follow-up joint display table for this study is presented in Table 5.
Table 5
Follow-up Joint Display Table

Supplemental
Core Quantitative Findings
Qualitative Findings
Analysis of retention and completion SSP staff interviews
percentages using samples of
mapped to TTS Phase I,
proportions for academic progress Creating Hope
Analysis of GPA using two-way
fixed factors ANOVA for
academic achievement

Document review mapped
to TTS Phase II, Build
Hopes & Dreams

Analysis of NSSE Engagement
Student interviews mapped
Indicators using matched pairs t-test to TTS Phase III, Making
Dreams Come True

How Qualitative Findings
Help Explain Quantitative
Findings
SSP policy levers that
improve academic progress
by Creating Hope
SSP policy levers that
improve academic
achievement by Building
Hopes & Dreams
SSP policy levers that
improve academic
engagement by Making
Dreams Come True

Results are presented in Chapter 4 following Creswell’s (2015) explanatory mixed
methods design flow. Findings begin with the core quantitative component that examined
academic progress, academic achievement, and academic engagement. The qualitative
supplemental component follows with the results of (1) the SSP staff interviews mapped to TTS
Phase I, Create Hope, (2) the results of the document review mapped to Phase II, Build Hopes &
Dreams, and (3) the results of the SSP student interviews mapped to Phase III, Make Dreams
Come True.
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Chapter 4
Results
The study findings follow an explanatory mixed methods research design flow. The
study began with a quantitative phase to examine three core educational outcomes: academic
progress, academic achievement, and academic engagement. The populations compared were
SSP participants to non-participants with similar socioeconomic characteristics. The qualitative
component in Phase 2 of the explanatory mixed methods research design sequentially followed
the quantitative phase. Using the TTS model, the qualitative findings explored how institutional
policy levers positively affected the educational outcomes of SSP participants through an
Appreciative Inquiry lens.
Quantitative Core Component Findings
The outcomes of the quantitative component are presented in the following order:
academic progress, academic achievement, and academic engagement.
Academic progress results. Two independent sample tests of proportions were
conducted for retention and completion percentages to determine if there was a statistically
significant difference between SSP participants and non-participants who met the requirements
of the program at an alpha of .01 level of significance. Hinkle, et al. (2003) assert the
assumptions for two sample tests of proportions are the sampling method for each population is
simple random sampling, the samples are independent, and normality of data distribution. They
also assert when n₁p, n₂p₂, n₁q₁, and n₂q₂ are greater than 5 then the two independent sample
proportions are approximately normal. The study samples were randomly selected, were
independent, and the products of the proportions of success and failure were greater than 5. The
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retention and completion percentages for SSP participants and non-participants are presented in
Table 6.
Table 6
Retention and Completion Percentages for SSP Participants and Non-Participants

Enrollment Status
SSP Participants
Non-Participants
Retention
.793
.593
Completion
.143
.086
Combined
.936
.679
n
140
140
Note. Represents retention and completion following end of fall 2013 term.
The retention proportion of SSP participants was significantly different than the nonparticipant comparison group at α = .01 (z = 3.63, p = .00028). The completion proportion of
SSP participants was not significantly different than the non-participant comparison group at α =
.01 (z = 1.50, p = .13362). The combined retention and completion proportion of SSP
participants was significantly different than the non-participant comparison group at α = .01
(z = 5.45, p = .000).
Academic achievement results. A two-way fixed-effects ANOVA was used to
determine if SSP participation and enrollment affected the overall GPA. Hinkle, et al. (2003)
state the assumptions for two-way ANOVA are independent random samples, dependent variable
is normally distributed, and homogeneity of variance. A simple random sample was drawn for
the independent variables of SSP participation and enrollment status. An examination of the
kurtosis z-scores and the Q-Q plots indicated no potential problem with the sample distribution
and Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance indicated equal variance for the cumulative GPA
at the .05 level of significance, F(5, 274) = 1.565, p = .170. Descriptive statistics are presented in
the Table 7.
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Table 7
Descriptive Statistics of Grade Point Average by SSP Participation and Enrollment Status

SSP Participation
n
M
SD
111
2.92 .54
20
3.22 .49
9
2.26 .71
140
2.92 .58

Enrollment Status
Enrolled
Graduated
Not Enrolled
Total

Non-SSP Participation
n
M
SD
83
2.85 .53
12
3.34 .38
45
2.33 .72
140
2.73 .66

The test for the main effect SSP participation was not significant, F(1, 274) = .153, p
=.696. The test for the main effect of enrollment status was statistically significant, F(2, 274) =
23.424, p = .000. At the .01 level of significance with a critical Q value of 4.12, the post-hoc
Tukey-Kramer analysis indicated a statistically significant difference for all pair wise
comparisons of the three groups: Enrolled-Graduated (Q = 4.89), Enrolled-Not Enrolled (Q =
7.52 ), and Graduated-Not Enrolled (Q = 12.40). The partial eta-squared value for enrollment
(.146) indicates a moderate effect. The test for interaction was not significant, F(2, 274) = .139,
p = .648. Results of the two-way ANOVA are presented in Table 8.
Table 8
SSP Participation x Enrollment Status Analysis of Variance for Overall GPA

Source
(A) SSP Participation
(B) Enrollment Status
A x B (interaction)
Error (within groups)
** p < .01

Df
1
2
2
274

F
.153
23.424
.139

p
.696
.000**
.648

ῃ²
.001
.146
.003

Academic engagement results. Matched pairs sample t-tests were conducted to examine
differences in academic engagement perceptions using the NSSE Engagement Indicator
composite scores. Lind, Marchal, and Wathen (2011) assert there are three assumptions for a
58

matched pairs t-test: data are continuous, data follow a normal probability distribution, and the
pairs are from a random sample of the population studied. The EI Indicators are created from
survey responses as a continuous scale. SSP participants who responded to the survey met the
criteria of being first generation and low income with the non-participant sample matched to the
participant sample based on gender, race, and ACT composite score. Non-participant
respondents had an equal chance of selection if the criteria were met.
To determine if data were normally distributed, the variances between the EI scores for SSP
participants and non-participants were calculated and a histogram was created for each variance.
Variance EI Discussion with Diverse Others depicted the most normal distribution. Variance for
EI Quality of Interactions was negatively skewed. The remaining indicators depicted positively
skewed distributions. No significant difference was found between SSP participants compared
to their matched non-participant groups for all 10 Engagement Indicators. The results of the
paired sample t-test are presented in Table 9.
Table 9
SSP Participation and Engagement Indicator Results

Engagement Indicator
Higher Order Learning

SSP Participation
Yes
No
47.75
39.75
(13.42)
(17.20)

t
1.59

df
19

p
.128

Reflective & Integrative Learning

45.83
(11.47)

37.12
(15.32)

2.04

19

.056

Learning Strategies

47.00
(15.06)

39.67
(15.96)

1.58

19

.136

Quantitative Reasoning

35.33
(19.95)

24.99
(21.94)

1.96

19

.064
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Table 9 (Continued)

Engagement Indicator
Collaborative Learning

SSP Participation
Yes
No
43.25
31.00
(13.01)
(12.31)

t
2.59

df
19

p
.018

Discussions with Diverse Others

46.50
(15.74)

38.25
(18.52)

1.40

19

.176

Student-Faculty Interaction

36.50
(18.29)

27.75
(17.05)

2.08

19

.052

Effective Teaching

45.20
( 9.19)

43.40
(15.34)

.46

19

.650

Quality of Interactions

44.68
(11.24)

42.48
(11.33)

.65

19

.523

1.32

19

.202

Supportive Environment

43.38
36.75
(15.05)
(18.85)
Note. Standard Deviations appear in parentheses below means.
Qualitative Supplemental Component Findings

The qualitative component followed the quantitative component to explore the strategies
that have been successful in the retention and persistence of SSP participants. The qualitative
component explored further how the university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness
of the program’s institutional policy levers in improving their educational outcomes of academic
progress, achievement, and engagement. Findings consisted of results from one-on-one
interviews with SSP staff and students and document review of the 2013 SSP student survey
results, 2013/14 SSP Assessment and Recommendations Report, and 2016 SSP focus group
transcript prepared by the university’s Student Affairs department.
The study used an evidence-based model, TTS, to evaluate the efficacy of the
university’s TRiO funded Student Success Program. The qualitative component findings were
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mapped to the TTS model using an Appreciative Inquiry approach to explore the program’s bestpractices. Phase I of the model, Create Hope, is based on Maslow’s HNT tiers one and two,
physiological and safety needs. Wilson (2014) argued that if these basic needs are unmet, it is
difficult to move people to higher goals. The findings from the staff interviews were mapped to
Phase I using the AI stage of discovery to identify SSP institutional policy levers that
demonstrate best practices in helping retain SSP participants at the university.
The findings from the document review were mapped to the Phase II, Build Hopes and
Dreams, based on HNT’s tiers three and four of self-esteem and belonging. This phase in the
TTS model is focused on helping individuals gain life skills and personal assets such as a college
education. The AI dream stage was used in the analysis to identify institutional policy levers that
help SSP participants engage in thinking outside their pre-existing boundaries to discover ways
to think about their future.
Phase III of the TTS model, Make Dreams Come True, is based on HNT’s highest tier,
self-actualization. In Phase III, the focus is on helping individuals participate in ongoing
supports to sustain success. The qualitative findings of the SSP student participant interviews
were mapped to this phase using the AI stage of design to identify institutional policy levers that
fully aligned with the discovery and dream stages. The student interviews explored how the
university’s SSP participants experience the effectiveness of the program’s institutional policy
levers in achieving self-actualization through positive educational outcomes. The qualitative
component findings are mapped to the TTS model by the AI stages in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. TTS model. Adapted from “Training Curriculum Human Service Worker,” by M.
Wilson, 2014. TTS Training for Trainers Module 2: Breaking the Cycle of Poverty, p. 22.
TTS Phase I: Create Hope. One-on-one interviews were conducted with SSP staff to
develop a deeper understanding of the program’s process and to map the process to the TTS
model. The SSP process begins with a student submitting an application to participate in the
program. The SSP director is responsible for screening the applicants to ensure compliance with
TRiO requirements for participation. The students attend either individual or group orientations
once accepted into the program. The student is assigned to a staff member who is responsible for
meeting and monitoring the student’s academic progress. The SSP staff member and student
setup a schedule to meet throughout the semester. The students have a range of resources
available to them such as workshops, graduate school visits, cultural visits, and access to
internships.
Individualized Success Plan. The staff member assigned to work with the student helps
the student develop an Individualized Success Plan, or ISP. The ISP includes classes in which
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the student plans to enroll, SSP workshops offered, and university services such as academic
tutoring. The SSP staff uses the student’s ISP throughout the semester as a guide in supporting
the student in achieving the goals he or she has set for themselves. The ISP is considered a
contract with the student, who signs it agreeing to achieve the goals set out in the ISP.
All staff said that one of their most important tasks is keeping track of the discussions
they have with students in the Blumen Data Management system. This includes all aspects of
the student’s life. Staff talk with the students about everything from work to family to children.
One staff member helped an SSP participant get an internship that was within walking distance
of the participant’s home. This helped address two basic needs – money and transportation.
Another staff member related the story of a student who had been displaced from the student’s
home city. The student was going to drop out because he felt he needed to make some money.
The staff member provided consistent encouragement conveying to the student he was too far
along to stop. The student remained in school and is on track to graduate in the next academic
year.
Another staff member relayed a similar experience in that a student was going to drop out
because of a money issue. The student owed a balance at the university and did not know how
she was going to pay it off. The student was from a low-income family, and the family did not
have the financial resources to help the student. The staff member helped the student find a job
over the holiday break, which enabled the student to save and pay off the balance. The staff
member also took the student to the university’s financial aid department to find out what
additional financial resources were available. The student also had a transportation issue, and
was able to remain in school due to her mother and her boyfriend providing transportation to
school.
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One staff member had a student with multiple barriers to staying in school. The student
had a disability, the student was older, taking care of a grandbaby, had a daughter with health
issues, and was not employed due to caring for her daughter and grandchild. The student had
become depressed. The staff member went to the student’s home and talked with her. The staff
member shared with the student the challenges she had encountered in completing her education.
The staff member emphasized the part-time volunteer job the student had in her field of study.
The student was able to secure a paid internship in her field of interest with the staff member’s
help. The student persisted and graduated.
Staff members talked about the importance of developing a relationship with each
student. TRiO requires SSP staff members represent the students they are supporting, including
being first generation college students themselves. This allows the SSP staff to connect with the
students on a level of understanding that perhaps someone that does not have that background
could not do. The staff members share their personal experiences, challenges, and struggles they
encountered in achieving their higher education with the SSP students they support. The staff
members spoke to the importance of developing relationships with the students at the outset.
The word ‘reach’ was used in most of the interviews on the importance of developing those
student relationships. Each staff member discussed the importance of the student’s Individual
Success Plan and working to help the SSP students stay focused on their goals.
Warm Handshake. All the experiences shared by the staff members revealed their
commitment to helping the SSP participants persist in their education. Staff members
proactively work to address any obstacles or barriers a participant may face in their educational
endeavor. The examples given by the staff demonstrate what Wilson (2014) refers to as a ‘warm
handshake.’ Rather than redirecting a student to another department or resource in the
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community, SSP staff members will call or in some cases walk the student to another department
that provides the support. The staff attempt to make it as seamless as possible for the student
needing the help.
Through the AI discovery stage, the findings from the SSP staff interviews revealed that
SSP staff has developed a network of social services and resources both on and off campus to
help students remain in school. Staff members relayed helping students with issues of
transportation, homelessness, joblessness, health of loved ones, endangerment to themselves
and/or their children, lack of money, and lack of utilities. Staff members respond to these HSN
tier 1 and 2 needs by helping students find resources both within the university and in the greater
community. As one staff member stated, the SSP program is a “source of resources” for students
in the program.
Holistic Case Management. The SSP staff help students with a diverse array of needs
that the university tends to compartmentalize into separate divisions and departments in other
areas. One staff member stated their role as SSP staff members is to take a “holistic approach”
in helping students succeed by developing both academic and life skills through SSP workshops.
The latitude of a holistic approach allows the SSP staff to reach out to community resources as
well as resources within the university. One staff member called it “the power of collaboration.”
This holistic approach to case management supports the TTS model Phase I in helping students
overcome safety and physiological issues enabling students to move to Phase II, Build Hopes
and Dreams.
TTS Phase II: Build Hopes and Dreams. The document review was mapped to Phase
II, Build Hopes & Dreams, to identify SSP best practices. The university’s Student Affairs
department provided three documents that were reviewed for analysis through the AI dream
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stage: results of a 2013 SSP student survey, the 2013/14 SSP Assessment and Recommendation
Report, and the focus group transcript of SSP students conducted in 2016.
SSP Student Survey and Assessment Report. The 16 survey questions were grouped
into one of the EI themes for analysis. Table 10 lists the survey questions by the respective
NSSE EI theme and the percentage of students who responded that participation in SSP helped
significantly or very much.
Table 10
2013 Student Success Program Survey Questions by NSSE Themes

NSSE Theme
Academic Challenge

Campus Environment

Helped significantly
Related SSP Survey Question
or very much
Improve study habits
79.17%
Improve time management skills
75.00%
Determine if my major was the right fit
75.00%
Handle the challenges of academic expectations
70.84%
Examine potential career paths
70.84%
Decide on a career
66.67%
Continue in college
Become motivated to get a college degree
Develop leadership skills
Minimize the stress of college life
Meet the financial demands of college life

87.50%
87.50%
79.17%
54.17%
54.17%

Learning with Peers

Become more tolerant of people who are different 79.17%
Learn about people who are different
75.00%
Create connections with students who are similar 75.00%
Become connected to other TRiO students
70.84%
Note. Each question was preceded with the statement “Please rate the extent to which your
participation [in SSP] has helped you to…
Responses of “continue in college” and “become motivated to get a college degree” were
rated highest among the SSP students who responded to the survey. Nearly 9 out 10
respondents indicated the program helped significantly or helped very much in the student’s
persistence in college. In addition, 8 out of 10 survey respondents indicated that the SSP
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program helped improve study habits as well as become connected to other students on campus,
become more tolerant of people who were different from the student, and develop leadership
skills.
The AI dream stage analysis of the 2013 SSP student survey and 2013/14 SSP
Assessment and Recommendations Report revealed SSP students who took part in the survey
found the program to not only connect them to resources to persist in college, but also provided
an avenue to connect to others on campus. The Assessment and Recommendation Report
indicated the program influenced SSP survey respondents to stay in college by developing a
range of skills including time management, study, and financial management skills. Realizing
academic goals was a key takeaway for participation in the program.
SSP Focus Group Transcription. The results of the SSP student survey and SSP
Assessment and Recommendations Report were echoed in the 2016 focus group transcription.
The focus group transcription was entered into a word cloud. As represented graphically, the
most often used words in the focus group transcription were helps, connects, resources, and
counselor. The word cloud generated depicts strengths of the SSP program as related by the
students. Through the AI dream stage lens, the following composite sentence was formulated:
[My SSP] counselor helps [me] stay-on-task [and] connects [me to] resources [and]
opportunities. Other important phrases generated include feel-like-myself, opened-up-wholenew-world, open-up-venues, and feel-can-do-something. The resulting word cloud graphic is
presented in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Word cloud generated by Wordle, a free online word cloud generator.
http://www.wordle.net. Produced July 28, 2016.
Findings from the document review were mapped to Phase II, Build Hopes & Dreams, of
the TTS model to identify institutional policy levers that helped students persist in college. The
foundation laid by SSP staff in helping SSP students address basic needs in Phase I of the TTS
model provide students the opportunity to rise to Phase II, Build Hopes and Dreams, by
developing a sense of self-esteem and belonging in the campus environment. This was explored
further in the one-on-one student interviews to develop a better understanding of how the SSP
policy levers were effective in student persistence.
TTS Phase III: Make Dreams Come True. The final part of the qualitative component
were findings of one-on-one interviews with SSP participants. The findings from the interviews
were mapped to the last phase, Make Dreams Come True, of the TTS model to explore from the
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student’s perspective those institutional policy levers that helped them to persist in their pursuit
of an undergraduate degree. The AI design stage was the analysis lens with results structured by
the NSSE EI themes. The SSP staff also provided each student’s case notes from the Blumen
data system.
Academic Challenge. D, the young Hispanic woman majoring in biology, said being
part of SSP helped her understand the importance of setting and meeting goals. She said college
was challenging, and talked about a specific biology class in which she really had to study and
work to make sure she got the grade she wanted. SSP participation helped her in prioritizing
school, work, and extra-curricular activities to meet her ISP goals. One of her goals is to keep
her GPA up. D said meeting with her SSP counselor regularly helped her to be accountable for
achieving the GPA goal. In the case notes written by her counselor, D’s goal was to apply to the
university’s nursing program. In order to do so, she had to raise her GPA to a 3.0 or above.
When she started the fall semester, she had a B/C average and after mid-term she had an A/B
average in all her classes.
J, the young African American man majoring in business information technology, said
his participation in SSP has helped him be more conscious of what it is he is trying to accomplish
by attending college. J related the challenge he faced in a creative writing class. He said he
thought his writing skills were good, but he found that creative writing was very different than
technical writing. He said SSP participation helped him plan better when faced with challenges
rather than committing to doing something that he really was not sure he could do. J was on
academic warning when he returned to the university. He repeated some classes to improve his
GPA and attended the study habits workshop. His counselor noted in his case notes his grades
had improved. When asked what they learned about themselves from both experiences, D said
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she learned that college is much more challenging than high school, but you have to keep on
going to achieve your goal. J stated that he learned finishing the task is just as important as the
task itself.
Learning with Peers. D talked about meeting a lot of different people in SSP through the
workshops and how she’s made new friends through SSP. She talked about recently joining a
sorority and all the activities she’s engaged in through the sorority. She said the experience has
helped her grow as a person to better communicate with different types of people. Her counselor
recorded in D’s case notes she had acquired a leadership position in her sorority.
J said that SSP really helped him succeed as an individual. He talked about his
experience in ROTC while also participating in SSP. He said that he actually joined ROTC by
attending an Air Force ROTC workshop that was part of the SSP workshop series. In his case
notes, J’s counselor wrote that J was interested in the Tiger Leadership Institute and possibly
joining a fraternity in the spring. His counselor discussed with J the importance of being able to
manage those activities and still do well in his classes.
Experience with Faculty. The students were asked to talk about her or his favorite
professor to explore the NSSE theme of Experiences with Faculty. D said her favorite was her
anthropology professor. She said the professor did things that you don’t think of professors
doing and that he was funny and entertaining. She said he was enthusiastic and made her want to
learn. When asked what made him enthusiastic, she said that he was interactive and kept her
engaged in learning. She said he talked about evolution and different theories, and that he even
came to class one day wearing gorilla hands and feet.
J described his favorite professor as energetic and inclusive. It was a political science
class, and the professor encouraged discussion. Like D’s professor, J said his professor was
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excited about her subject area and really wanted to hear the students’ thoughts and perspectives.
He described the professor as personable and not detached. He also said she was very
transparent and introduced herself by telling the class about her background.
Campus Environment. D talked about how being from a low-income family and
meeting the financial needs of a college student were very challenging. She talked about how
she felt in asking her family for financial assistance especially since she had younger siblings.
She said the money management skills she learned as an SSP participant had helped her
understand money is a finite resource and that she’s better at managing her money now.
When asked what one thing as an SSP participant helped D persist in her college
education, she said meeting other first generation students who are also from low income
families was important in helping her to feel connected to the university. D said: “You know,
we’re not going to be just another statistic because our parents didn’t have the opportunity [to go
to college].” SSP participation has helped her to be able to identify with other students who have
similar backgrounds and challenges in pursuing a college education. She said she has made new
friends she met in the SSP workshops, and she no longer feels alienated because of her
interactions with other SSP participants.
J had to ‘stop out’ to work full-time after his mother lost her job and eventually their
home. He said up until he left college his grades had been declining due to his home situation.
When asked why he re-entered school, he said that the whole time he was out of school that all
he could think about was getting back into school. J said that being in school helped him with
managing his time. He felt he was more disciplined when he was in school. J said the resources
his SSP counselor makes available helps him to continue his education. His counselor showed
him how to use the university’s library as a resource to get the materials he needed for class
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rather than having to purchase them. He said SSP even provided him a calculator he needed for
a class because he could not afford to buy one.
Both students emphasized the importance of the resources available through SSP. They
talked about the support they receive from their counselors and the knowledge the counselors
have about the resources available to students like them. They also talked about how knowing
other first generation and low income students helped them to feel a part of the university. D
talked about how the program has helped her to stay on track in managing money and meeting
her goals. J talked about how being part of SSP helped him establish a routine to manage his
time more effectively, which helps keep him on track.
Joint Display Table
A joint display table is used in an explanatory sequential design to summarize results.
Quantitative results are summarized in the first column, qualitative results are summarized in the
second column, and the effective SSP institutional policy levers that help facilitate successful
educational outcomes revealed in the qualitative component are summarized in the third column
in Table 11.
Table 11
Joint Display Results

Core Quantitative Findings
Academic Progress:
Retention percentage of SSP
participants was statistically
significant compared to nonparticipants. The combined
retention and completion
percentage was also statistically
significant for SSP participants

Supplemental
Qualitative Findings
TTS Phase I Mapping:
Staff interviews revealed
an important part of the
process is helping students
create an Individualized
Success Plan. Staff use
the student’s ISP
throughout the semester
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How Qualitative Findings
Help Explain Quantitative
Findings
Institutional Policy Levers:
SSP staff takes a holistic
approach to case
management by collaborating
with service providers
on and off campus to provide
participants a network of
resources to support the

Table 11 (Continued)

Core Quantitative Findings
compared to non-participants.
There was no statistically
significant difference in
completion percentage.
Academic Achievement:
SSP participants’ GPA was not
statistically different from nonparticipants’ GPA. There was
a statistically significant
difference in enrollment status,
which was moderate.
Academic Engagement:
There was no statistically
significant difference in
the university’s 2014 NSSE
Engagement Indicator composite
scores between SSP participants
and non-participants.

Supplemental
Qualitative Findings
to identify obstacles and
barriers that may hinder
a student’s persistence.

How Qualitative Findings
Help Explain Quantitative
Findings
students’ academic progress
by addressing obstacles and
barriers to persistence.

TTS Phase II Mapping:
Document reviews revealed
SSP participation helped
students stay on task to
motivate students toward
completion.

Institutional Policy Levers:
SSP workshops help
students develop a range of
academic and life skills
to improve their academic
achievement.

TTS Phase III Mapping:
Institutional Policy Levers:
D and J gave examples of
SSP participation helps
the importance of SSP
first generation, low income
participation in connecting students connect to the
with other students with
college environment by
similar backgrounds as
creating an inclusive and
well as helping them develop supportive environment for
life skills for facing
academic engagement.
challenges.

Institutional policy levers are those processes, practices, and policies that can either
facilitate or hinder successful educational outcomes. This study focused on identifying those
successful SSP policy levers that improved the educational outcomes of academic progress,
achievement, and engagement for the program’s participants. The results found SSP staff takes a
holistic approach in helping program participants persist in college. The student’s Individualized
Success Plan helps staff identify any obstacles or barriers the student is facing that may impede
academic progress. Program participants are also provided a network of resources and services
that includes workshops to help participants develop academic and life skills in support of their
academic achievement. Finally, the program provides participants an inclusive and supportive
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environment enabling participants to identify as successful college students leading to improved
academic engagement.
In this study, I demonstrated how the TTS model serves as a viable framework to bridge
the knowledge in the literature to practical application. Tinto (2006) argued that past research
has examined student persistence and retention through a lens of student failure. I used a mixed
methods design in the program evaluation of a TRiO funded Student Support Service program at
a large, urban research university in the Mid-South to examine and explore institutional policy
levers that have proven effective in improving persistence and retention of the program’s low
income, first generation students.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
Creswell (2007) states the discussion of an explanatory sequential mixed methods design
should summarize major elements in the quantitative core component, qualitative supplemental
component, and the point of interface of the quantitative and qualitative components. The
discussion should then present the limitations of the study and conclude with directions for future
research. The study’s quantitative component found academic progress was statistically different
for SSP participants compared to non-participants while academic achievement and academic
engagement were not statistically different based on SSP participation. The qualitative
component identified three institutional policy levers – holistic case management, development
of academic and life skills, and creating an inclusive environment - that contribute to greater
retention and persistence for SSP participants.
The quantitative and qualitative components will be discussed separately leading to the
discussion of the joint findings to address how the university’s SSP participants experience the
effectiveness of the program’s institutional policy levers in improving their educational
outcomes. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the study’s limitations and direction for
future research on retention and completion of low income, first generation college students.
Quantitative Core Discussion
The quantitative component examined the study’s first research question: how do the
educational outcomes of the university’s TRiO SSP participants differ compared to the
university’s low income, first generation students? TRiO was established specifically to provide
educational opportunity to students from low income families whose parents had not graduated
from college. The U.S. Department of Education (2010) states that the goal of TRiO funded
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Student Support Service programs is to increase the college retention and graduation rates of its
participants. Engle and Tinto (2008) found in their analysis of college retention and persistence
of low income, first generation students for The Pell Institute that 60% of students studied had
dropped out after the first year over a 6-year period. Academic progress for the university’s SSP
participants was much better: 79.3% of participants remained enrolled from the fall 2013 to
spring 2014 semester with a combined retention and completion rate of 93.6%.
The quantitative component also examined academic achievement as measured by Grade
Point Average. The GPA was statistically different at a moderate level based on enrollment
status. However, there was no statistical difference based on SSP participation. Aspelmeir,
Love, McGill, Elliott, and Pierce (2012) state in their study of first generation students: “these
students are qualitatively different from their peers with respect to (a) their pre-college
characteristics, (b) their experiences during college, and (c) their academic outcomes such as
lower GPA, worse college adjustment, and higher dropout rates” (p. 756). Terenzini, et al.
(1996) found that first generation students differ from traditional students in total hours spent
studying per week, total hours completed in their first semester, and hours worked per week.
These factors may account for no appreciable difference in GPA for the SSP participants
compared to non-participants related to academic achievement. Pike and Kuh (2005) also found
first generation students differ from continuing generation students in pre-college academic
achievement and performance. This may also help explain the lack of difference for SSP
participants’ academic achievement from that of non-participants with similar socioeconomic
characteristics.
In this study, academic engagement was operationalized using the university’s 2014
NSSE results. Results found no statistical difference between SSP participants and a matched
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comparison sample for the 10 NSSE Engagement Indicators. The NSSE measures perceptions of
students’ overall college experience. As with academic achievement, there may not be an
appreciable difference in the overall college experience of low income, first generation college
students regardless of specific group affiliation. Wolf-Wendel, et al. (2009) assert that
engagement includes both the student’s and institution’s investment in resources that lead to
successful educational outcomes. In addition to academic support services such as tutoring, SSP
participants are provided an array of non-academic opportunities such as life skills workshops,
exposure to campus and cultural events, and career exploration the students may otherwise not
know about or have access to outside of the program. These academic engagement opportunities
may be associated with a positive influence on SSP participants’ retention and persistence in
college.
Qualitative Supplement Discussion
The study’s qualitative component explored how SSP institutional policy levers
positively affected participants’ educational outcomes. Penrose (2002) asserts first generation
students are outsiders in the academic world due to their socioeconomic factors creating a sense
of isolation from their continuing generational peers’ experiences. The qualitative component
explored this phenomenon to answer the study’s second research question: how are the
university’s SSP institutional policy levers structured to improve educational outcomes of
program participants?
SSP staff were interviewed to understand the program’s processes to discover which
practices the staff believe are the most effective in helping students stay in school. The
qualitative analysis used the TTS model based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory. An
important component of the TTS model is helping clients develop a life plan for sustainability.
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One of the first steps in the SSP process is working interactively with students to develop an
Individual Success Plan, or ISP. The staff engage the students in the process of creating the plan
to help identify any obstacles or barriers the student may face in staying in school. Barriers may
include transportation problems, inadequate housing, unsafe home situations, financial
challenges, and other safety or physiological issues that must be addressed in order for the
student to remain enrolled in school. The staff interviews revealed that regular meetings with
SSP participants plays an important role in student retention. The ISP serves as a tool in helping
students overcome barriers by engaging the student proactively in the process. Students learn
important life skills such as time management and financial management while building a
positive relationship with SSP counselors who serve as mentors in helping students in their
academic progress.
Penrose (2002) argues that first generation college students experience a sense of
exclusion in a college setting at a time when the students are most vulnerable. The importance of
consistent interaction with SSP staff in retention and persistence was evidenced in student
responses to a 2013 survey administered to SSP participants by the university’s Student Affairs
department as well as the transcript analysis of a focus group conducted in 2016 with SSP
participants that illustrated the importance of consistence interaction with the staff. The SSP
focus group participants used phrases like ‘college overwhelming’ and ‘really big school’ to
describe their university experience overall. However, they responded with phrases such as ‘not
a number’ and ‘feel like myself’ to describe how they felt about their SSP experience. Student
participants also used phrases such as ‘talk about anything’ and ‘reaching out to me’ in response
to questions about the students’ relationships with their SSP counselors.
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The focus group transcription supported findings from the 2013 SSP student survey and
Assessment and Recommendation Report where student respondents said that SSP participation
helped them to stay in college and persist until graduation. The SSP student focus group
transcription demonstrated the program gave the students a sense of belonging, inclusive in
Phase II, Build Hopes and Dreams, of the TTS model. This sense of belonging may contribute to
building a greater sense of self-esteem, reinforcing for the student that she or he is truly capable
of accomplishing their goal of achieving a college education.
Pike and Kuh (2005) conducted a review of past studies of first generation college
students. They found from the studies that first generation college students were less likely “to
develop relationships with faculty members; perceive faculty as being concerned about their
development; and to become involved in campus clubs and organizations” (pp. 277-278). They
further found first generation college students were less satisfied overall with their college
experience and tended to report lower levels of academic engagement. The two SSP students
interviewed relayed their college experiences were positive because of their participation in SSP.
Their SSP participation helped them to experience college as an insider as opposed to an outsider
as posited by Penrose (2002). They were able to identify as a college student through their
interactions with students like themselves in SSP. They were also participating in other
university programs and clubs, introduced to them through SSP workshops and staff.
Point of Interface Discussion
Morse and Niehaus (2009) argue the point of interface is where the two components in a
mixed methods study meet. The point of interface brings the quantitative and qualitative
components together to address the final research question: how do the university’s SSP
participants experience the effectiveness of the program’s institutional policy levers in improving
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their educational outcomes? The point of interface for this study is presented through the lens of
the TTS model. Astin’s (1984) Input – Environment – Output model may be useful in
conceptualizing this study’s point of interface. The input for SSP participants would be the
student characteristics of low income, first generation required for program participation. The
environment is the Student Success Program itself. These include the program’s institutional
policy levers that students are exposed to and take part in. The outcome is the student’s
successful educational outcomes of academic progress, achievement, and engagement.
The discussion begins with TTS Phase I on how participation in SSP helps students with
their academic progress by creating a sense of stability for the student. The discussion then
moves to TTS Phase II where SSP participants acquire skills to help them accomplish their
dream of completing college through academic achievement. The point of interface discussion
concludes with Phase III of the TTS model on the importance of academic engagement in
helping students make the dream of graduation a reality.
TTS Phase I: Create Hope for Academic Progress. The primary goal of TRiO funded
programs is the successful retention and persistence of low income, first generation, and/or
students with disabilities. The quantitative variable of academic progress was mapped to TTS
Phase I, Create Hope, to qualitatively explore why the university’s SSP program has been
successful in the retention and persistence of SSP participants. The quantitative component
found retention and combined retention/completion percentages of SSP participants were
significantly different than students with similar socioeconomic characteristics. The interviews
with SSP staff members helped identify the institutional policy levers effective in retention of
students who are faced with diverse challenges and obstacles. The demonstrated retention and
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persistence of these students shows the importance of providing at-risk students the stability
lacking in their environments on and off campus.
Becker, et al. (2009) found first generation, low income students enter college often
lacking the knowledge for navigating the institutional environment. They also found these
students lack life skills that continuing generation students develop with help of their support
systems. SSP staff demonstrated a holistic approach to case management in creating an adopted
support system for participants. This adopted support system provides students access to
resources that allows students to envision a future that may seem unachievable otherwise. SSP
staff encourage and motivate students towards academic progress using the Individual Success
Plan in helping students develop life skills as well as academic skills to create the foundational
support needed in order to achieve academic success.
TTS Phase II: Build Hopes and Dreams through Academic Achievement. Helping
SSP participants address basic safety and physiological needs in order to persist in their
education provides the foundation on which to build academic success. SSP participants must
also meet the academic requirements in order to remain in school. Research on retention of first
generation, low income college students (Braxton et al., 2014; and Tinto 2006, 2010) has found
these students generally under perform their peers who are more affluent and whose parents
attended college.
The quantitative variable of academic achievement was mapped to TTS Phase II to
explore how SSP participation affects academic performance. Although not statistically different
from their socioeconomic peers, the overall GPA of SSP participants at 2.9175 still allows SSP
students to persist in college. Aspelmeir, et al. (2012) found the effect size of the statistical
difference in academic achievement between first generation, low income students was relatively
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small compared to their continuing generation peers. The authors argue that self-esteem, defined
as “one’s positive or negative attitudes towards the self” (p. 759) may be a better predictor of
college success than academic outcomes alone.
Phase II of the TTS model links to HNT tiers three and four, belonging and self-esteem.
The SSP staff are empowered via the TRiO grant to build institutional policy levers that other
departments at the university may not be able to do. The myriad workshops provided to SSP
participants help to reinforce the students’ persistence by improving academic skills necessary
for academic achievement. The workshops also help program participants increase their
confidence and self-esteem by developing life skills to help students face and overcome
challenges that may be unique to first generation, low income students. In addition, the
workshops provide participants an opportunity to network and connect with other students with
similar socioeconomic characteristics thereby building a sense of belonging within the overall
college environment.
TTS Phase III: Make Dreams Come True by Academic Engagement. Pike and Kuh
(2005) found lower levels of self-reported academic engagement among first generation college
students, so the third quantitative variable, academic engagement, was mapped to the third TTS
phase, Make Dreams Come True. In this study, academic engagement was not statistically
different between SSP participants and their socioeconomically similar peers in this study. The
focus group transcription and SSP student interviews revealed participants found the overall
college experience to be overwhelming and isolating. A program like SSP, designed specifically
for the needs of low income, first generation students, provides a sense of inclusion within the
larger campus environment. An insightful discovery was the requirement that SSP staff reflect
the students they serve. This allows the staff a way to reach the students that may not be possible
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for someone whose college experience is much different from that of low income, first
generation college students. SSP staff possess a unique empathy that may provide a bridge for
the program’s students to the larger campus environment.
Academic engagement may also be facilitated through interaction within the program
with other SSP participants. The two students interviewed, D and J, spoke of how they initially
felt disconnected from the university when they began college. Both shared experiences where
inclusion in SSP introduced them to students with similar backgrounds, which created a sense
they were part of the university. Tinto’s (1975) early work found a correlational relationship
existed between academic experiences and institutional commitment. An inclusive environment
afforded by participation in a program like SSP can bring a greater sense of integration into the
overall college environment thereby reinforcing the student’s commitment to the university.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to examine and explore those institutional policy levers
that lead to improved retention and persistence of low income, first generation college students.
The study was inspired by Tinto’s (2010) call for more research on student success. Terenzini
and Pascarella (1980, 1991, and 2005) argued student characteristics alone could not predict
student success. Additional research on first generation college students (Becker, et al., 2009;
Penrose, 2002; and Pike & Kuh, 2005) found these students lack of institutional policy
knowledge hindered their ability to persist in their academic progress, achievement, and
engagement when faced with a myriad of challenges and little to no support system on and/or off
the campus to help.
This study sought to build on the literature by examining and exploring the institutional
policy levers that contribute to positive educational outcomes for low income, first generation
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college students. Using the TTS model to identify evidence-based best practices, this study
found that creating an environment of inclusion for program participants was key to positive
educational outcomes. TRiO funding guidelines give SSP staff the leeway to build a network of
resources that help students address challenges, issues, and barriers to their academic progress.
The staff themselves personally understand the obstacles the students face because of their own
experiences as first generation students. Their holistic approach of encouragement and support
helps to motivate the SSP participants to better their academic achievement. And participants’
interaction with other students from similar backgrounds makes it possible for participants to
experience academic engagement like their more affluent, continuing generation peers, which
may lead to stronger institutional commitment resulting in college completion.
Study Limitations
The study was limited to those first generation, low income students that were selected
for participation in the university’s Student Success Program. Sampling for the academic
progress and academic achievement analyses was limited due to the TRiO grant requirement of
the maximum number of potential participants of 200 students. To address this limitation, a
simple random sample was taken so each SSP participant in the academic year 2013-2014 had an
equal opportunity of selection.
The number of cases available for the academic engagement analysis was limited due to
the number of students who had responded to the NSSE 2014 survey who were also SSP
participants and who met the first generation, low income requirement. The number of students
was also limited for the one-on-one interviews. There were eight SSP students that had taken the
2014 NSSE remaining at the university at the time of the study. All eight were invited for
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interviewing, but only two agreed to be interviewed. However, both students provided valuable
insight of the SSP experience and its impact on student retention and persistence.
Future Research Direction
This mixed methods study added to the knowledge on successful retention and
persistence of first generation, low income college students by examining and exploring a TRiO
funded Student Success Program at a large, urban research university in the Mid-South. The
focus of the study was on institutional policy levers that supported the successful retention and
completion of the university’s Student Success Program participants.
An opportunity exists to conduct future research focused on policies that are successful
for at-risk student population, what Tinto (2010) called “a model of institutional action” (p. 53).
Colleges and universities nationwide have instituted programs to improve educational outcomes
of at-risk student populations. Further research of programs that are not TRiO funded but are
specifically for first generation, low income students could reveal more institutional policy levers
that provide foundational support for these students. Additionally, an aggregated mixed methods
study of SSS programs throughout the country using the TTS framework could provide
information for a generalizable set of practices that could be adopted by colleges and universities
that are unable to secure TRiO funding.
In this study, no significant difference was found between SSP participants and nonparticipants with similar socioeconomic backgrounds for academic achievement or engagement.
Future studies should also examine academic performance between students participating in
support programs and non-participants with similar socioeconomic backgrounds to determine if
there is additional benefit beyond improved retention and persistence for the students. A mixed
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methods approach would add a qualitative component to explore further the similarities and
differences of at-risk student populations engaged in student support programs.
Past research has focused on the academic and social integration, involvement, and
engagement from the student perspective. Tinto and Pusser (2006) assert a disconnect exists
between theory, research, and practice of student retention and persistence for low income, first
generation students. An institution’s policies, processes, and practices create the campus
environment and culture, which at-risk student populations must navigate. Further research
should be conducted to examine and explore the institution’s impact on successful educational
outcomes for low income, first generation students.
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Appendix A
TRiO SSP Staff - Interview Guide
I would like to talk with you today about the university’s Student Service Program funded by
TRiO. Specifically, I would like to talk about your role in the process.
1. Walk me through your typical day.
a. What is your position in the program?
i. How much interaction do you have with students?
b. What are the most important parts of your job?
i.

What makes them important?

2. Walk me through the overall process from the time a student learns about your program
until the student finishes or withdraws from school.
a. When do you interact with students in the process?
3. Tell me about a student you helped stay in school.
a. What made the strategies effective?
b. What did you do?
c. What did you learn?
4. Tell me about a student who withdrew.
a. What happened?
b. What did you do in your position?
c. How did you feel about it?
d. What could be done differently?
e. What did you learn?
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5. Of the things we talked about, if you had to pick one thing that you thought was the most
effective in helping your students stay in school, what would that one thing be? Tell me
about it.
6. What do you think the university could learn from SSP that would help others like your
students stay in school?
i. How do you think SSP helps students stay in school?
7. What else would you like to tell me about SSP?
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Appendix B
SSP Student – Interview Guide
I’d to talk about your experience in the Student Success Program and how you feel it has helped
you at the University. We would also like your insight into how the University could take best
practices from the Student Success Program and incorporate them in other programs that could
help other students as well. Let’s begin by introducing ourselves [moderator first].
[Ask student their first name, their class rank, their major of interest, and how long they’ve
participated in the Student Success Program.]
1. NSSE Theme:
Engagement Indicators:

Academic Challenge
Higher-Order learning
Reflective & Integrative Learning
Learning Strategies
Quantitative Reasoning

1a. Tell me about a class project that you did really well on.
1b. What strategies did you learn participating in the SSP that you may not have known
before that helped you be successful with the project?
1c. Now, tell me about a class project that you found challenging that may have stretched
your abilities.
1d. What strategies did you learn participating in the SSP that may have helped you?
1e. What did you learn from both experiences?
Ok, let’s begin by talking about your academic experience at the University. How has your
participation in the Student Success Program helped with your academics?
2. NSSE Theme:
Engagement Indicators:

Learning with Peers
Collaborative Learning
Discussions with Diverse Others

2a. How has participating in SSP helped you in working with others on a team project?
3. NSSE Theme:
Engagement Indicators:

Experiences with Faculty
Student-Faculty interaction
Effective Teaching Practices

3a. Who is your favorite professor?
3b. What specifically does/did he or she do?
4. NSSE Theme:
Engagement Indicators:

Campus Environment
Quality of interactions
Supportive Environment
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4a. Tell me about some of the challenges you’ve faced in your college experience.
4b. How did these challenges affect your decision to stay in college?
4c. What made you stay or come back?
4d. If you had to identify one thing where your participation in the Student Success
Program helped you stay in college, what would that be?
4e. Tell me about it.
4f. What else could SSP or the university do to make the program better?
Senior Participants: What would you share with incoming freshmen relative to the SSP
in helping them succeed in school?
Freshmen Participants: How did participating in SSP help you come back and enroll in
the spring semester?
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